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PREFACE

[ nyma ]

he United States has always been a mosaic of cultures, but the diversity of
our population has increased by striking proportions in recent years. As
Barbara Everitt Bryant, former director of the Bureau of the Census, has
written: “If you gave America a face in 1990, it would have shown the first sign
of wrinkles [and] it would have been full of color.”! The median age of
Americans continues to rise, growing from 30 to almost 33 years during the
1980s. It is projected that by the year 2080, nearly 25 percent of the adults in
this nation will be over 65, compared with. only about 12 percent today. The
racial and ethnic composition of the nation also continues to change. While

3.7 million people of Asian or Pacific Islander origin were living in this country
in 1980, there were 7.2 million a decade later — an increase of almost 100 percent.
The number of individuals of Hispanic origin also rose dramatically over this
time per.od, from roughly 6 to 9 percent of the population, or to more than

22 million people. Our increasing diversity can not only be seen but also be
heard: today, some 32 million individuals in the United States speak a language
other than English, and these languages range from Spanish and Chinese to
Yupik and Mon-""".mer.?

Given these patterns and changes, this is an opportune time to explore the
literacy skills of adults in this nation. In 1988, the U.S. Congress called on the
Department of Education to support a national literacy survey of America’s
adults. While recent studies funded by the federal government explored the
literacy of young adults and job seekers, the National Adult Literacy Survey is
the first to provide accurate and detailed information on the skills of the adult
population as a whole — information that, to this point, has been unavailable.

Perhaps never before have so many people from so many different sectors
of society been concerned about adult literacy. Numerous reports published in

UB.E. Bryant. (1991). “The Changing Face of the United States.” The World Altnanac and Book of Facts,
1991. New York, NY: Pharos Books. p. 72

! United States Department of Commerce. (April 1993). “Number of Non-English Language Speaking
Americans Up Sharply in 1880s, Census Bureau Says.” United States Department of Commerce News.
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the last decade — including A Nation at Risk, The Bottom Line, The Subtle
Danger, Literacy: Profiles of America’s Young Adults, Jump Start: The Federul
Role in Adult Education, Workforce 2000, America’s Choice: High Skills or
Low Wages, and Beyond the School Doors — have provided evidence that a
large portion of our population lacks adequate literacy skills and have
intensified the debate over how this problem should be addressed.

Concerns about literacy are not new. In fact, throughout our nation’s
history there have been periods when the literacy skills of the population were
judged inadequate. Yet, the nature of these conceins has changed radically over
time. In the past, the lack of ability to read and use printed materials was seen
primarily as an individual problem, with implications for a person’s job
opportunities, educational goals, sense of fulfillment, and participation in
society. Now, however, it is increasingly viewed as a national problem, with
implications that reach far beyond the individual. Concerns about the human
costs of limited literacy have, in a sense, been overshadowed by concerns about
the economic and social costs.

Although Americans today are, on the whole, better educated and mere
literate than any who preceded them, many employers say they are unable to
find enough workers with the reading, writing, mathematical, and other
competencies required in the workplace. Changing economic, demographic,
and labor-market forces may exacerbate the problem in the future. As a recent
study by the American Society for Training and Development concluded, “These
forces are creating a human capital deficit that threatens U.S. competitiveness
and acts as a barrier to individual opportunities for all Americans.”

Whether future jobs will have greater literacy requirements than today’s
jobs, or whether the gap between the nation’s literacy resources and its needs
will widen, are open questions. The evidence to support such predictions is scarce.
What many believe, however, is that our current systems of education: and
training are inadequate to ensure individual opportunities, improve economic
productivity, or strengthen our nation’s competitiveness in the global marketplace.

There is widespread agreement that we as a nation must respond to the
literacy challenge, not only to preserve our economic vitality but also to ensure
that every individual has a full range of opportunities for personal fulfillment
and participation in society. At the historic education summit in Charlottesville,
Virginia, the nation’s governors — including then-Governor Clinton — met
with then-President Bush to establish a set of national education goals that
would guide this country into the twenty-first century. As adopted in 1990 by
members of the National Governors’ Association, one of the six goals states:

3 A.P. Camevale, L..J. Gainer, A.S. Meltzer, and S.1.. Holland. (October 1988) “Workplace Basics: The Skills
Employers Want.” Training and Development Joural. pp. 20-30.
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By the year 2000, every adult American will be
literate and will possess the knowledge and skills
necessary to compete in a global economy and exercise
the rights and responsibilities of citizenship.

The following year, Congress passed the National Literacy Act of 1991,
the purpose of which is “to enhance the literacy and basic skills of adults, to
ensure that all adults in the United States acquire the basic skills necessary to
function effectively and achieve the greatest possible opportunity in their work
and in their lives, and to strengthen and coordinate adult literacy programs.”

But how should these ambit.ous goals be pursued? In the past, whenever
the population’s skills were called into question, critics generally focused on the
educational system and insisted that school reforms were necessary if the
nation were to escape serious social and economic consequences. Today,
however, many of those who need to improve their literacy skills have already
left school. In fact, it is estimated that almost 80 percent of the work force for
the year 2000 is already employed. Moreover, many of those who demonstrate
limited literacy skiils do not perceive that thev have a problem. Clearly, then,
the schools alone cannot strengthen the abilities of present and future employees
and of the population as a whole. A broad-based response seems necessary.

To initiate such a response, we need more than localized reports or
anecdotal information from employers, public leaders, or the press; accurate
and detailed information about our current status is essential. As reading
researchers John Carroll and Jean Chall observed in their book Toward a
Literate Society, “any national program for improving literacy skills would have
to be based on the best possible information as to where the deficits are and
how serious they are.” Surprisingly, though, we have lacked accurate and
detailed information about literacy in our nation -— including how many
individuals have limited skills, who they are, and the severity of their problems.

In 1988, Congress asked the U.S. Department of Education to address
this need for information on the nature and extent of adult literacy. In
response, the Department’s National Center for Education Statistics and
Division of Adult Education and Literacy called for a national household
survey of the literacy skills of adults in the United States. A contract was
awarded to Educational Testing Service and a subcontract to Westat, Inc. to
design and conduct the National Adult Literacy Survey, results from which are
presented in these pages.

*].B. Carroll and }.5. Chall, eds. (1975). Toward a Literate Society: A Report from the National Academy of
Education. New York, NY: McGraw Hill. p. 11. ‘
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During the first eight months of 1992, trained staff conducted household
interviews with neasly 13,600 individuals aged 16 and older who had been
randomly selected to represent the adult population in this country. In addition,
some 1,100 inmates from 80 federal and state prisons were interviewed to gather
information on the skills of the prison population. Finally, appreximately
1,000 adults were surveyed in each of 12 states that chose to participate in a
special study designed to produce state-level results that are comparable to the
national data. Each individual was asked to spend about an hour responding
to a series of diverse literacy tasks and providing information on his or her
background, education, labor market experiences, and reading practices.

The results of the National Adult Literacy Survey comprise an enormous
set of data that includes more than a million responses to the literacy tasks and
background questions. More important than the size of the database, however,
is the fact that it provides information that was previously unavailable —

information that is essential to understanding this nation’s literacy resources.

To ensure that the survey results will reach a wide audience, the
committees that guided the project recommended that the findings be issued
in a series of reports. This volume discusses the results fcr the prison
population. The series also includes a report that provides an overview of the
results of the survey as well as additional reports that offer a more detailed look
at particular issues, including;

® literacy in the work force

@ literacy and education

® literacy among older adults

® literacy and cultural diversity

® literacy practices

A final report conveys technical information about the survey design and
the methods used to implement it.

Although these reports focus almost exclusively on the results of the
National Adult Literacy Survey, their contents have much broader implications.
The rich collection of information they contain can be used to inform policy
debates, set program objectives, and reflect on our seciety's literacy resources
and needs.

Irwin S. Kirsch
Project Director
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_r}:is is one in a series of reports that look at the results of the National Adult
Literacy Survey, a project funded by the U.S. Department of Education and
administered by Educational Testing Service, in collaboration with Westat, Inc.
This report, in particular, provides an in-depth look at the literacy skills of
prisoners incarcerated in state and federal prisons.

Many past studies of adult literacy have tried to count the number
of “illiterates” in this nation, thereby treating literacy as a condition that
individnals either do or do not have. We believe that such efforts are inherently
arbitrary and misleading. They are also damaging in that they fail to
acknowledge both the complexity of the literacy problem and the range of
solutions needed to address it.

The National Adult Literacy Survey is based on a different concept of
literacy and, therefore, takes a different approach to measuring it. The aim of
this survey is to profile the English literacy of adults in the United States,
including prison inmates, based on their performance across a wide array
of tasks that reflect the types of materials and demands they encounter in their
daily lives.

To gather the information on the literacy skills of inmates, trained staff
interviewed nearly 1,150 inmates in 80 federal and state prisons. The prisons
were randomly selected to represent prisons across the country, and the
inmates themselves were randomly selected from the each of the prisons.

In addition, as the main part of the data collection, about 13,600 adults aged

16 and older residing in households were interviewed across the country. These
adults were also randomly selected to represent the adult population of the
nation as a whole. Finally, about an additional 1,000 adults were surveyed in
each of 11 states that chose to participate in a special study designed to provide
state-lev::] results that are comparable to the national data. In total, 26,000 adults
participated in the survey.

Each survey participant spent approximately one hour responding to a set
of diverse literacy tasks as well as to questions about his or her demographic
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characteristics, educational background, reading practices, and other areas
related to literacy. As a result of their responses to the literacy tasks, adults
received proficiency scores on three scaies that reflect varying degrees of skill
in prose, document, and quantitative literacy. The scales make it possible to
profile adults in various subpopulations of interest and to describe their
demonstrated levels of performance.

This report describes the types and levels of literacy skills demnonstrated
by prison inmates in this country and compares them with the skills of the
household population of adults. It also explores the relationship between
literacy skills and the background characteristics and prison experiences of
inmates as well as their literacy practices and self-perceptions. Some of the

major findings are highlighted here.

The Literacy Skilis ef Inmates

e About 7 in 10 prisoners perform in Levels 1 and 2 on the prose, document,
and quantitative scales. These prisoners are apt to experience difficulty in
performing tasks that require them to integrate or synthesize information
from complex or lengthy texts or to perform quantitative tasks that involve
two or more sequential operations and that require the individual to set up
the problem.

e The average proficiencies of the prison population are 246 on the prose
scale, 240 on the documnent scale, and 236 on the quantitative scale. Their
proficiencies are substantially lower than those of the household population,
whose proficiencies average 273 on the prose scale, 267 on the document
scale, and 271 on the quantitative scale.

o The racial/ethnic composition and educational attainment of the prison
pepulation differ from those of the household population. About 65 percent
of prisoners are minorities versus 24 percent of the household poputation.
About 51 percent of prisoners have completed at least high school or its
equivalent, compared with 76 percent of the household population. These
differences in demographic composition help to explain the lower average
performance of inmates as compared with householders.

e Educational attainment is highly related to literacy proficiency. Prisoners
who have not received a high school diploma or GED demonstrate lower
levels of proficiency than those who have completed high school, earned a
GED, or received some postsecondary education.
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e Inmates who received a GED demonstrate about the same proficiencies as
householders with a GED. In contrast, inmates with a high school diploma
demonstrate lower proficiencies than householders with a high school diploma.

e On all three literacy scales, White inmates demonstrate higher average
proficiencies than Black inmates, who, in turn, demonstrate higher
proficiencies than Hispanic inmates. The average proficiencies of White
prisoners are lower than those of White householders. Black and Hispanic
prisoners, however, generally demonstrate about the same proficiencies as
their counterparts in the household pepulation.

e When the prison and household populations are compared by educational
attainment and race/ethnicity, prisoners generally perform as well as or
better than their counterparts in the household population. White, Black,
and Hispanic inmates without a high school diploma perform better than
their counterparts in the household population. White and Black prisoners
with a high school diploma or GED demonstrate about the same skills as
their counterparts among householders with the same education. Black
inmates with at least some postsecondary education perform about the same
as their household counterparts, while White inmates with at least some
postsecondary education demonstrate lower proficiencies on the prose and

quantitative scales and comparable proficiency on the document scale.

@ Male and female prisoners do not perform differently from each other on
the literacy scales. Both male ar:d female prisoners demonstrate lower
proficiencies on all three scales than their household counterparts.

e Thirty-six percent of prisoners reported having at least one disability,
compared with 26 percent of the household population. Significantly more
inmates than householders reported having a learning disability or a mental
or emotional condition. The proficiencies of inmates with a learning
disability are significantly lower than those of inmates reporting most other
disabilities and are also lower than those of householders reporting a

learning diczbility.

e When the variables of sex, race/ethnicity, age, and level of education are held
constant, the performance of the prison population on the three scales is
comparable to that of the household population. Thus, differences in overall
performance between the prison and household populations may be attributed

to differences in demographic composition and educational attainment.

. . .
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Experiences Prior to Prison

e Prisoners, in general, attain lower levels of education than their parents. For
example, 49 percent of prisoners reported not having a high school diploma
or GED, compared with 36 percent of their parents. Furthermore, overall,
39 percent of prisoners attained lower levels of education than their parents,
compared with 21 percent of householders who attained less education than
their parents.

® Generally, the higher the level of parental vducation, the higher the
prisoners’ proficiencies. When compared with the household population by
level of parental education, however, the prison population demonstrates
lower proficiencies than the household population. This may be attributable,
in part, to the tendency for the inmate population to have lower levels of
education than both their parents and the household population.

¢ Inmates who come from homes where only a non-English language was
spoken demonstrate significantly lower proficiencies than those who come
from homes where English was spoken. The proficiencies of these inmates
from a non-English language background range from 165 to 180 on the three
scales and indicate that they demonstrate skills associated with only the most
basic literacy tasks.

Prison Experiences

® Over 60 percent of the inmate population reported being involved in
educ. on and/or vocational programs in prison. Generally those
participating only in vocational programs demonstrate higher proficiencies
than those not involved in any programs and those involved in only education
classes or in both education and vocational classes.

® Almost 70 percent of inmates reported working in prison, and another
53 percent reported joining at least one group. Prisoners who either work
or are involved in groups in prison demonstrate higher proficiencies than
those who do not work or join groups.

Recidivism

® The literacy proficiencies of repeat offenders do not differ from those of
first-time offenders. In addition, the proficiencies with respect to recidivism
do not differ when comparisons are made by levels of education, race/
ethnicity, or by the presence or absence of disabilities.
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Literacy Practices and Self-Perception

® The literacy practices that more inmates than householders reported doing
frequently — that is, every day or a few times a week — include reading
and writing letters or memos and reading and writing reports or articles.
Inmates who reported reading any material frequently demonstrate higher
proficiencies than inmates who reported reading less than once a week.

® More inmates than householders reported reading a book wi hin the last six
months — 89 percent compared with 83 percent. The types of books most
frequently read by inmates are fiction, reference, and inspirational and
religious, while the books most frequently read by householders are manuals,
reference, and fiction.

@ Inmates do not appear to have as high an opinion of their reading, writing,
and arithmetic skills as do householders. Slightly over half the inmates
reported that they read or write English very well compared with 71 and
64 percent of householders who said they read or write English very well.
Forty percent of inmates, compared with 53 percent of householders, said
they can do arithmetic very well. The proficiencies of inmates who said they
read, write, or do arithmetic very well or well are lower than those of their
counterparts in the household population. There are no appreciable
differences in the proficiencies of ininates and householders who said they
do not read or write well, but proficiencies of inmates who said they do not
do arithmetic well are lower than those of their household covaterparts.

@ In spite of their overall lower proficiencies, more inmates than householders
reported getting no help with such activities as filling out forms, reading
newspapers or other written information, reading information from agencies
and companies, and writing letters. This may be due more to the prison
environment not being conducive to seeking help rather than to the inmates
not perceiving that they need help. The proficiencies of inmates who get a
lot of help with these activities are lower than those of inmates who get less
help. Furthermore, inmates who get a lot of help with these activities, with
the exception of writing letters, demonstrate lower proficiencies than do
their household counterparts.

Reflections

In this section, we reflect on the literacy skills of the prison population and
discuss implications for those who administer, work, or volunteer in programs

that directly affect prisoner learning. These include not only prison
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administrators, educational and vocational staff, literacy volunteers, and social
group organizers, but also prisoners who help their fellow inmates to advance
their literacy skills.

® Inmates having a high school diploma should not be viewed as necessarily
possessing the literacy skills needed to function in society, given that their
performance is lower than that of hcuseholders with a high school diploma.
Inmates who have a high school diploma, as well as inmates with no diploma,
need opportunities to improve their literacy skills.

® One important aspect of being literate in our society is possessing the
knowledge and skills to process information found in documents.! Reading
and using documents are not only important in our perscnal lives, but are
also a necessary part of managing a household and performing on the job.
Research has shown that adults spend more time reading documents than
any other type of material.? Yet from 69 to 81 percent of inmates reported
that they read documents such as directions, instructions, diagrams, bills,
and invoices less than once a week. In addition, more inmates reported
getting help with documents such as forms and printed information from
agencies, companies, and businesses than with other kinds of materials.
Given the importance of documents in our society and inmates’ relative lack
of exposure to them, it would seem that incorporating documents into prison
education and vocational programs, job assignments, and group activities is
important if inmates are to possess the skills needed to succeed once they
are released from prison.

Even though about the same percentage of inmates as householders
reported getting help doing arithmetic, a greater percentage of inmates
than householders reported that they are not able to do arithmetic well.
This, coupled with the comparatively low performance of inmates on the
quantitative scale, would indicate that the quantitative skills of inmates need
improvement. That inmates do not get a lot of help with arithmetic may be
attributed to the lack of opporturity to use arithmetic in prison life. One
response could be to integrate the use of arithmetic and mathematics into a
variety of prison experiences.

' LS. Kirsch and P.B. Mosenthal. (1990). “Exploring Docmnent Literaey: Vanables underlying the

performance of young adults. Reading Research Quarterly. 25, pp. 5-30.
1.T. Guthrie, M. Seifert, and 1.S. Kirsch. (1686). “Effects of Education, Oceupation, and Setting on Reading

Practices.” American Educational Research Journal, 23, pp. 151-60.
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@ As reported in Adult Literacy in America: A First Look at the Resulis of the
National Adult Literacy Survey? individuals demonstrating lower levels of
literacy were more likely to be out of the labor force. According to this
report, from 34 to 53 percent of adults in Levels 1 and 2 were out of the
work force at the time of the survey. Given that over two-thirds of the
inmates demonstrate performance in Levels 1 and 2, their prospects for
being employed upon release from prison are diminished, unless their skills
can be improved considerably. This same report also revealed that adults
who perform in the highest levels are much more likely to report holding
managerial, professional, ¢ technical jobs than are respondents who
perform in the lowest levels. Adults in the two lowest levels were more likely
to be employed in craft, service, labor, assembly, farming, or fishing
occupations. It is, therefore, not surprising that few inmates reported
holding professional jobs prior to incarceration.

@ Eleven percent of prisoners reported having learning disabilities, compared
with only 3 percent of the general population. These inmates scored at the
very low end of the three literacy scales and their demonstrated proficiencies
indicate that they are able to perform only the most basic literacy tasks. The
fact that learning disabled people are disproportionately represented in the
prison population underscores the need for accommodating learning
disabilities and developing methods tailored for the learning disabled in
prison learning situations.

The national goal that all of America’s adults be literate by the year 2000
includes those adults incarcerated in prison. Given the results reported, literacy
programs for inmates cannot afford to be short changed. Prisons should not be
expected, however, to shoulder ail the responsibility; individuals, groups,
organizations, schools, colleges, and businesses need to reach behind prison
walls with efforts aimed at improving the literacy skills of inmates. It will take a
comprehensive strategy, the purpose of which should be to prepare the whole
person for succeeding in the world beyond prison walls.

31.8. Kirsch, A. Jungeblut, L. Jenkins. and A, Kolstad. (September 1993). Adult Literacy tn America. A First
Look at the Results of the National Adult Literacy Survey. Washington, DC: US Departinent of Education.
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CHAPTER 1

Overview?

Literacy and education are keys to opportunity in this society, and perhaps
no one realizes this more clearly than prisoners. An inmate in a maximum
security prison reflected on the importance of learning and literacy in this way.
“When 1 first came [to prison] I had a negative attitude. I didn’t write. I didn't
want to go to school. I didn’t think it mattered.” His views were changed,
however, by another prisoner who was involved in postsecondary education.
“He tried to show me how education would help me inside, even more than in
the eyes of someone else,” this prisoner said. His life in prison changed once he
began to take classes. “It made me feel gocd about myself and gave me hope as
to what I could be.” He has since earned a General Educational Development
(GED) certificate and is now taking college courses.

The results of the National Adult Literacy Survey make it possible, for the
first time, to take an in-depth look at the literacy proficiencies of the prison
population and at the relationships between literacy and individuals’ characteristics
and experiences. This large-scale survey, conducted in 1992, grew out of the
Adult Education Amendments of 1988, in which the U.S. Congress called upon
the Department of Education to report on the definition of literacy and on the
nature and extent of literacy among adults in the nation. In response, the
department’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and the Division of
Adult Education and Literacy planned a national household survey of adult
literacy. In September 1989, NCES awarded a four-year contract to Educational
Testing Service (ETS) to design and administer the survey as well as to analyze
and report the results. A subcontract was given to Westat, Inc. for sampling and
field operations.

As part of the contract, the survey was to include persons incarcerated in
prison in addition to those living in households. The participation of prisoners

in the survey would help to provide better estimates of the literacy levels of the

*Portions of this chapter originatly appearcd in the first report on the National Adult Literacy Survey, 15
Kirsch, A. Jungeblut, L. Jenkins, and A. Kolstad. (September 1993). Adult Literacy in America: A First
Louk at the Results of the National Adult Literacy Survey. Washington, DC: US Department of Education.

Q D Chapter 1.... ., 1




total population and would make it possible to report on the literacy proficiencies
of this important segment of our society.

The plan for developing and conducting the survey was guided by a panel
of experts from business and industry, labor, government, research, and adult
education. This Literacy Definition Committee worked with ETS staff to
prepare a definition of literacy that would guide the development of the
assessment objectives as well as the selection and construction of assessment
tasks. A second panel, the Technical Review Committee, was formed to help
ensure the soundness of the assessment design, the quality of the data
collected, the integrity of the analyses conducted, and the appropriatcness
of the interpretations of the final results.

This introduction summarizes the discussions that led to the adoption of a
definition of literacy for the National Adult Literacy Survey, the framework
used in designing the survey instruments, the populations assessed, the survey
administration, and the methods for reporting the results.

Defining and Measuring Literacy

The National Adult Literacy Survey is the third and largest assessment of adult
literacy funded by the federal government and conducted by ETS. The two
previous efforts included a 1985 household survey of the literacy skills of

21- to 25-year-olds, funded by the U.S. Department of Education, and a
1989-90 survey of the literacy proficiencies of job seekers, funded by the U.S.
Department of Labor.! The definition of literacy that guided the National Adult
Literacy Survey was rooted in these preceding studies.

Building on earlier work in large-scale literacy assessment, the 1985 young
adult survey attempted to extend the concept of literacy, to take into account
some of the criticisms of previous surveys, and to benefit from advances in
educational assessment methodology. The national panel of experts assembled
to construct a definition of literacy for that survey rejected the types of
arbitrary standards — such as signing one’s name, completing five years of
school, or scoring at a particular grade level on a school-based measure of
reading achievement — that have long been used to make judgements about
adults’ literacy skills. Through a consensus process, this panel drafted the

following definition of literacy, which helped set the framework for the young,
adult survey:

'1.S. Kirsch and A. Jungeblut. (1986). Literacy- Profiles of America’s Yow s Adults. Princeton, NJ.
Educational Testing Service. LS. Kirsch, A. Jungeblut, a A, Camphell. (1992). Beyond the “ichaol Doors:

The Literacy Needs of Job Seekers Served by the U.S. Department of Labor. Princeton, NJ: Educational
Testing Service.
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Using printed and written information to function in
society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s
knowledge ard potential.

Unlike traditional definitions of literacy, which focused on decoding and
comprehension, this definition encompasses a broad range of skills that adults
use in accomplishing the many different types of literacy tasks associated with
work, home, and community contexts. This new perspective is shaping not only
adult literacy assessment, but policy as well. For example, the National Adult
Literacy Act of 1991 defined literacy as “an individual’s ability to read, write,
and speak in English and compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency
necessary to function on the job and in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to
develop one’s knowledge and potential.”

The definition of literacy from the young adult survey was adopted by the
panel that guided the development of the 1989-90 survey of job seekers, and it
also provided the starting point for the discussions of the Literacy Definition
Committee of the National Adult Literacy Survey. This committee agreed that
expressing the literacy proficien es of adults in school-ba<2d terms or grade-
level scores is inappi opriate. In addition, while the committee recognized the
importance of teamwork skills, interpersonal skills, and communication skills
for functioning in various conlexts such as the workplace, it was decided that
these areas are not part of literacy per se and therefore should not be incorporated
into the definition of literacy guiding the survey.

Further, the committee endorsed the notion that literacy is neither a single
skill suited to all types of texts, nor an infinite number of skills, each associated
with a given type of text or material. Rather, as suggested by the results of the
young adult and job seeker surveys, an ordered set of skills appears to be called
into play to accomplish diverse types of tasks. Given this perspective, the
committee agieed to adopt not only the definition of literacy that was used in
the previous surveys, but also the three scales developed as part of those efforts:

Prose literacy — the knowledge and skills needed to understand
and use information from texts that include editorials, news stories,
poems, and fiction; for example, finding a piece of informatior in a
newspaper article, interpreting instructions from a warranty, inferring a

theme from a poem, or contrasting views expressed in an editorial

Document literacy — the knowledge and skills required to locate
and use information contained in materials that include job applications,
payroll forms, transportation schedules, maps, tables, and graphs; for
example, locating a particular intersection on a street map, using a
schedule to choose the appropriate bus, or entering information on
an application form
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Quantitative literacy — the knowledge and skills required to apply
arithmetic operations, either alone or sequentially, using numbers
embedded in printed materials; for example, balancing a checkbook,
figuring out a tip, completing an order form, or determining the
amount of interest from: a loan advertisement

The literacy scales provide a useful way to organize a broad array of tasks
and to report the assessment results. They represent a substantial improvement
over traditional approaches to literacy assessment, which have tended to report
on performance in terms of single tasks or to combine the results from diverse

tasks into a single, conglomerate score. Such a score fosters the simplistic notion:
that “literates” and “illiterates” can be neatly distinguished from one another
based on a single cutpoint on a single scale. The literacy scales, on the other
hand, make it possible to explore the various types and levels of literacy among
different subgroups in our society. In so doing, they help us to understand the
diverse information-processing skills associated with the broad range-of printed
and written materials that adults read and their many purposes for reading them.

In adopting the three scales for use in the National Adult Literacy Survey,
the committee’s aim was not to establish a single national standard for literacy.
Rather, it was to provide an interpretive scheme that would enable levels of
prose, document, and quantitative performance to be identified and allow
descriptions of the knowledge and skills associated with each level to be developed.

The prose, document, and quantitative scales were built initially to report
on the results of the young adult survey and were augmented in the survey of
job seekers. The Literacy Definition Committee recommended that a new set
of literacy tasks be developed to enhance the scales. These tasks would take
into account the following, without losing the ability to compare the results
with those of the earlier surveys:

@ continued use of open-ended simulation tasks

@ continued emphasis on tasks that measure a broad range of information-
processing skills and cover a wide variety of contexts

© increased emphasis on simulation tasks that require brief written and/or oral
responses

" increased emphasis on tasks that ask respondents to describe how they
would set up and solve a problem

© the use of a simple, four-function calculator to solve selected quantitative

problems
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Approximately 110 new assessment tasks were field tested, and 80 of these
were selected for inclusion in the survey, in addition to 85 tasks that were
administered in both the young adult and job-seeker assessments. By administering
a common set of simulation tasks in each of the three literacy surveys, it is
possible to compare results across time and across population groups.

A large number of literacy tasks had to be administered to ensure that the
survey would provide good estimates of the literacy proficiencies of the adult
population. Yet, no individual could be expected to respond to the entire set of
165 simulation tasks. Accordingly, the survey was designed to give each person
participating in the study a subset of the total pool of literacy tasks, while at the
same time ensuring that each of the 165 tasks was administered to a nationally
representative sample of adults. Literacy tasks were assigned to sections that
could be completed in about 15 minutes, and these sections were then compiled
into booklets, each of which could be completed in about 45 minutes. During a
personal interview, each participant was asked to complete one booklet.

In addition to the time allocated for the literac;’ tasks, approximately
20 minutes were devoted to obtaining background and personal information
from respondents. Two versions of the background questionnaire were
administered, one in English and one in Spanish. Major areas explored
included: background and demographics — country of birth, languages spoken
or read, access to reading materials, size of household, educational attainment
of parents, age, race/ethnicity, and marital status; education — highest grade
completed in school, current aspirations, participation in adult education classes,
and education received outside the country; labor market experiences —
employment status, recent labor market experiences, and occupation; income
— personal as well as household; and activities — voting behavior, hours spent
watching television, frequency and content of newspaper reading, and use of
literacy skills for work and leisure. These background data make it possible to
gain an understanding of the ways in which personal characteristics are
associated with demonstrated performance on each of the three literacy scales.?

Conducting the Survey

The National Adult Literacy Survey was conducted during the first eight months of
1992 with a nationally representative sample of some 13,600 adults residing in
households. More than 400 trained interviewers, some of whom were bilingual
in English and Spanish, visited nearly 27,000 households to select and interview
adults ages 16 and older, each of whom was asked to provide personal and

* A more detailed description of the design and framework can be found in an interim report, Assessing
Literacy: The Framework for the National Adult Literacy Survey. Washington, DC: National Center for
Education Statistics. October 1992 .
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background information and to complete a booklet of literacy tasks. Black and
Hispanic households were oversampled to ensure reliable estimates of literacy
proficiencies and to permit analyses of the performance of different
subpopulations. Those in the household population who agreed to participate
in the survey and completed as much of the assessment as their skills allowed
were paid $20 for their time in order to maximize response rates.

In addition, more than 1,100 inmates from some 80 federal and state
prisons were included in the survey. To ensure comparability with the national
survey, the simulation tasks given to the prison participants were the same as
those given to the household survey population. To address issues of particular
relevance to the prison population, a special version of the background
questionnaire was developed. This instrument drew questions from the 1991
Survey of State Prison Inmates sponsored by the Bureau of Justice Statistics of
the U.S. Department of Justice. These included queries about current offenses,
criminal history, and prison work assignments, as well as about education and
labor force experiences. A certificate of participation was given to all inmates
who completed the survey. It was not possible, as originally planned, to pay
inmates a $20 incentive in order to ensure that response rates for the prison
sample would be as high as those for the hovehold sample. Many prisons have
regulations against prisoners receiving money. Furthermore, response rates for
prison surveys are typically high. Thus, a certificate of participation was
substituted for the monetary incentive.

Finally, to give the states an opportunity to explore the skill levels of their
populations, each of the 50 states was invited to participate in a concurrent
assessment. While many states expressed an interest, 11 elected to participate
in the State Adult Literacy Survey. Approximately 1,000 adults aged 16 to 64
were surveyed in each of the following states:

California Louisiana Pennsylvania
linois New Jersey Texas
Indiana New York Washington
Iowa Ohio

To permit comparisons of the state and national results, the survey instruments
administered to the state and national samples were identical and the data were
gathered at the same time. A twelfth state, Florida, also participated, but its
survey was unavoidably delayed until 1993.

Responses from the national household, the prison, and state samples
were combined to yield the best possible performance estimates. In all, more
than 26,000 adults gave, on average, more than an hour of their time to complete
the instruments. Unfortunately, because of the delayed administration, the
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results from the Florida survey could not be included in the national estimates.
The assessed sample size and corresponding national population size are
presented in table 1.1 by the demographic characteristics of the adults who
participated in the survey.

Further information on the design of the sample, the survey administration,
the statistical analyses and special studizs that were conducted, and the validity
of the literacy scales will be available in a forthcoming technical report, to be
published in 1994.

Reporting the Results

The results of the National Adult Literacy Survey are reported using three
scales, each ranging from 0 to 500: a prose scale, a document scale, and a
quantitative scale. The scores on each scale represent degrees of proficiency
along that particular dimension of literacy. For example, alow score (below
225) on the document scale indicates that an individual has very limited skills in
processing information from tables, charts, graphs, maps, and the like (even
those that are brief and uncomplicated). On the other hand, a high score
(above 375) indicates advanced skills in performing a variety of tasks that
involve the use of complex documents.

Survey participant- received proficiency scores according to their performance
on the survey tasks. A elatively small proportion of the respondents answered
only a part of the survey, and a statistical procedure was used to make the best
possible estimates of their proficiencies. This procedure and related issues are
detailed in the technical report.

Most respondents tended to obtain similar, though not identical, scores on
the three literacy scales. This does not mean, however, that the underlying
skills involved in prose, document, and quantitative literacy are the same. Each
scale provides some unique information, especially when comparisons are made
across groups defined by variables such as race/ethnicity, education, and age.

The literacy scales allow us not onl to summarize results for various
subpopulations, but also to determine the relative difficulty of the literacy tasks
included in the survey. In other words, just as individuals receive scale scores
according to their performance in the assessment, the literacy tasks receive
specific scale values according to their difficulty, as determined by the
performance of the adults who participated in the survey. Previous research has
shown that the difficulty of a literacy task, and therefore its placement on the
literacy scale, is determined by three factors: the structure of the material —

for example, exposition, narrative, table, graph, map, or advertisement; the
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Table 1.1
The National Adult Literacy Survey Sample

v :
Assessed National

S sample population
i Total Population 26,091 191,289,250
2i| Sex
e Male 11,770 92,098,158
_ Female 14,279 98,900,965
S99 1610 18 years 1,237 10,423,866
&2 19to 24 years 3,344 24,514,789
2 2510 39 years 10,050 63,277,808
B 40 to 54 years 6,310 43,794,468
igg 55 to 64 years 2,924 19,503,078
gg% 65 years and older 2,214 29,735,489
-l Race/Ethnicity
| White 17,292 144,967,759
Black 4,963 21,192,151
Hispanic/Mexican 1,776 10,234,806
Hispanic/Puerto Rican 405 2,190,094
Hispanic/Cuban 147 928,116
Hispanic/Central or South American 424 2,607,829
Hispanic/Other 374 2,520,468
Asian or Pacific Islander 438 4,116,356
American Indian or Alaskan Native 189 1,802,724
Other 83 728,948

A

Assessed

National

; sample population
1 Total 1,147 765,651
Sex
Male 1,076 722,632
Female 71 43,019
Race/Ethnicity
White 417 265,602
Black 480 340,308
Hispanic 211 134,048
Asian or Pacific Islander 7 4,106
American Indian or Alaskan Native 27 17,758
5 3,829

*The total population includes adulits living in households and those in prison. The sample sizes for
subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes because of missing data.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adutt Literacy Survey, 1992.




content of the materials and/or the context from which it is drawn — for example,
home, work, or community; and the nature of the task — that is, what the
individual is asked to do with the material, or his or her purpose for using it.®

The literacy tasks administered in the NALS varied widely in terms of
materials, content, and task requirements, and thus in terms of difficulty. This
range is captured in figure 1, which describes some of the literacy tasks and
indicates their scale values.

Even a cursory review of this display reveals that tasks at the lower end
of each scale differ from those at the high end. A more careful analysis of the
range of tasks along each scale provides clear evidence of an ordered set of
information-processing skills and strategies. On the prose scale, for example,
tasks with low scale values tend to ask readers tc locate or identify information
in brief, familiar, or uncomplicated materials, while those at the high end ask
them to perform more demanding activities using materials that tend to be
lengthy, unfamiliar, or complex. Similarly, on the document and quantitative
scales, the tasks at the low end of the scale differ from those at the high end in
terms of the structure of the materials, the content and context of the material,
and the nature of the directive.

In an attempt to capture this progression of information-processing
skills and strategjes, each scale was divided into five levels: Level 1 (0 to 225),
Level 2 (226 to 275), Level 3 (276 to 325), Level 4 (326 to 375), and Level 5
(376 to 500). The points and score ranges that separate these levels on each
scale reflect shifts in the literacy skills and strategies required to perform
increasingly complex tasks. The survey tasks were assigned to the appropriate
point on the appropriate scale based on their difficulty as reflected in the
performance of a nationally representative sample of adults surveyed. Analyses
of the types of materials and demands that characterize each level reveal the
progression of literacy demands along each scale (figure 2). (See appendix A for
a detailed discussion of the levels for each scale.)

While the literacy levels on each scale can be used to explore the range of
literacy demands, these data do not reveal the types of literacy demands that
are associated with particular contexts in this pluralistic society. That is, they do
not enable us to say what specific level of prose, document, or quantitative skill
is required to obtain, hold, or advance in a particular occupation, to manage a
household, or to obtain legal or community services, for example. Nevertheless,
the relationships among performance on the three scales and various social or

economic indicators can provide valuable insights.

11.8. Kirsch and P.B. Mosenthal. (1990). “Eaploring Document Literacy: Variahles Underlying the
Performance of Young Adults.” Reading Research Quarterly. 25, pp. 5-30. P.B. Moscnthal and (S, Kirsch.
(1992). “Defining the Constructs of Adult Literacy,” paper presented at the National Reading Conference,
San Antonio. Texas.
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NALS

Figure 1

Difficulty Values of Selected Tasks Along the Prose, Document, and Quantitative Literacy Scales

Prose | | Document J | Quantitative |
149  Identify country in short article 69  Sign your name 191 Total a bank deposit entry
210  Locate one piece of information 151  Locate expiration date on driver's license
in sports article
180  Locate time of mezting on a form
224 Underline sentence explaining action
stated in short article 214 Using pie graph, locate type of vehicle
having specific sales
226  Underline meaning of a term given in 232 Locate intersection on a street map 238  Calculate postage and fecs for
govermnment brochure on supplemental certified mail
security income 245 Locate eligibility from table of
employee benefits 246  Determine difference in price between
250 Locate two features of information in tickets for two shows
sports article 259  Identify and enter background
information on application for social 270  Calculate total costs of purchase from
security card an order form
| 275 Interpret instructions from an appliance 277 1dentify information from bar graph 278  L.ing calculator, calculate difference
warranty depicting source of energy and year between regular and sale price from an
advertisement
280 r{;;g gnbgef leigtteg;);p;ﬁllnmg error 296 :J;fustllg:s%gnstheet to responc to call 308 Using calculator. determine the
discount from an oil bill if paid
304 Read anews article and identify 314  Use bus schedule to determine within 10 day
a sentence that provides interpretation appropriate bus for given set
of a situation of conditions
316 Read lengthy article to identify two 323 Enter information given i
h . v given into an
behaviors that meet a stated condition automobilz maintenance record form
328  State in writing an argument made in 342 Identify the correct percentage meeting 325  Plan travel arrangements for meeting
lengthy newspaper article specified conditions from a table of such using flight schedule
information
347  Eaplain difference between two types 331 Determine correct change using
of employee benefits 348  Use bus schedule to determine information in a menu
riate bus for given set - . . .
350  Contrast views expressed in two 2?221‘)&30"5“ or given 350 Using information stated in news article,
editorials on technologies available to calculatc amount of money that should
maké fuelefficient cars go lo raising a child
- 368  Using eligibility pamphlet, calculatc the
362 Generate unfamiliar theme from short yearly amount a couple would reccive
poems for basic supplemental security income
! 374 Compare two metaphors used in pocm
382 Compare approaches stated in 379 Usc table of information to determine 375 Calculate miles per gallon using
narrative on growing up pattern in oil expcr's across years information given on mileage record
| chart
410  Summarize two ways lawyers may 387  Usin i i L
ive i Using table comparing creditcards, 382 petermine individual and total costs on
challenge prospective jurors gcgm%gnm)g&%(;:c&:? and write an order form for items in a catalog
423 Interpret a brief phrase from a lengthy . i 405  Using information in news article,
news article 396  Using a table depicting information about calculate difference in times for
parental involvement in school survey to completing a race
wrile a paragraph summarizing extent to
which parents and teachers agree 421  Using calculator, determine the total

Scurce: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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Figure 2

Description of the Prose, Document, and Quantitative Literacy Levels

Level 1

v

Fevel 3

270 3N

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992,
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Prose

Document

| L

Quantitative

Most of the tasks in this level require

the reader to read relatively short text to
locate a single piece of information
which is identical to or synonymous
with the information given in the
question or directive. If plausible but
incorrect information is present in the
text, it tends not to be located near the
correct information.

Some tasks in this level require readers
to locate a single piece of information
in the text; however, several distractors
or plausible but incoriect pieces of
information may be present, or low-
level inferences may be required. Other
tasks require the reader to integrate two
or more picces of information or to
compare and contrast easily identifiable
information based on a criterion
provided in the question or directive.

Tasks in this level tend to require
readers to make literal or synonymous
matches between the text and information
given in the task, or t0 make matches
that require low-level inferences. Other
tasks ask readers to integrate information
from dense or lengthy text that contains
no organizational aids such as headirgs.
Readers may also be asked to generate
a response based an information that
can be easily identified in the text.
Distracting information is present. but
is not located near the correct information.

These tasks require readers to perform
multiple-feature matches and to
integrate or synthesize information
from complex or lengthy passages.
More complex inferences are needed
to perform successfully. Conditional
information is frequently present in
tasks at this level and rhust be taken
into consideration by the reader.

Some tasks in this level require the
reader to search for information in
dense text which contains a number of
plausible distractors. Others ask
readers to make high-level inferences
or use specialized background
knowledge. Some tasks ask readers to
contrast complex information.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

Tasks in this level tend to require the
reader either to locate a piece of
information based on a literal match or
to enter information from personal
knowledge onto a document. Litte, if
any, distracting information is present.

Tasks in this level are more varied than
those in Level 1. Some require the
readers to match a single piece of
information; however, several
distractors may be present, or the match
may require low-level inferences. Tasks
in this level may also ask the reader to
cycle through information in a
document or to integrate information
from various parts of a document.

Some tasks in this level require the
reader to integrate multiple pieces of
information from one or more
documents. Others ask readers to cycle
through rather complex tables or graphs
which contain information that is
irrelevant or inappropriate to the task.

Tasks in this level, like those at the
previous levels, ask readers to perform
multiple-feature matches, cycle
through documents, and integrate
information; however, they require a
greater degree of inferencing. Many of
these tasks require readers to provide
numerous responses but do not
designate how many responses are
needed. Conditional information is
also present in the document tasks at
this level and must be taken into
account by the reader.

Tasks in this level require the reader
to search through complex displays
that contain multiple distractors, to
make high-level text-based inferences,
and to use specialized knowledge.

39

Tasks in this level require readers to
perform single, relatively simple
arithmetic operations, such as addition.
The numbers to be used are provided
and the arithmetic operation to be
performed is specified.

Tasks in this level typically require
readers to perform a single operation
using numbers that are either stated in
the task or easily located in the
material. The operation to be performed
may be stated in the question or easily
determined from the format of the
material (for example, an order form).

In tasks in this level, two or more
numbers are typically needed to solve
the problem, and these must be found in
the material. The operation(s) needed
can be determined from the arithmetic
relation terms used in the question or
directive.

These tasks tend to require readers to
perform two or more sequential
operations or a single operation in
which the quantities are found in
different types of displays, or the
operations must be inferred from
semantic information given or drawn
from prior knowledge.

These tasks require readers to perform
multiple operations sequentially. They
must disembed the features of the
problem from text or rely on
background knowledge to determine
the quantities or operations needed.
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About This Report

This report looks at the literacy skills of the prison population from several
vantage points. Chapter 2 profiles the literacy skills of the prison population

as a whole and of various subgroups defined by gender, race/ethnicity, age,
level of education, and disabilities and compares them with the household
population. Chapter 3 explores the relationship between inmates’ background
and experiences before incarceration and their literacy proficiencies. Chapter 4
discusses their prison experiences and the literacy proficiencies associated with
those who participate in various prison programs. In chapter 5, the relationship
between literacy proficiency and recidivism is examined. Chapter 6 explores
the comparison between the literacy practices of the prison and household
populations, as well as self-perceptions of their literacy ability.

In interpreting the results of this study, readers should bear in mind
that the literacy tasks contained in this assessinent and the adults invited to
participate in the survey are samples drawn from their two respective
universes. As such, the results are subject to some measurable degree of
uncertainty. Scientific procedures employed in the study design and the scaling
of literacy tasks permit a high degree of confidence in the resulting estimates of
task difficulty. Similarly, the sampling design and weighting procedures applied
in this survey assure that participants’ responses can be generalized to the
populations of interest. Discussions of differences between various
subpopulations are based on statistical tests that consider the magnitude of the
differences (for example, the difference in average document proficiency
between high school and college graduates), the size of the standard errors
associated with the numbers being compared, and the number of comparisons
being made. Only statistically significant differences (at the .05 level) are
discussed in this report. Particularly because of the small sample size of the
prison population, readers who are interested in making their own comparisons
are therefore advised not to use the numbers alone to compare various groups,
but rather to rely on statistical tests.

The goal of this report is to provide useful information to all those who
wish to understand the current status of literacy among the nation’s prison
population and to strengthen existing literacy policies and programs. In
considering the results, the reader should keep in mind that this was a survey of
literacy in the English language — not literacy in any universal sense of the
word. Thus, the results do not capture the literacy resources and abilities that

respondents may possess in languages other than Enlish.
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A Note on Interpretations

In reviewing the information contained in this report, readers should be aware
that no single factor determines what an individual’s literacy proficiencies will
be. All of us develop our own unique repertoire of competencies depending
on a wide array of conditions and circur stances, including our family
backgrounds, educational attainments, interests and aspirations, economic
resources, and employment experiences. Any single survey, this one included,
can focus on only some of these variables.

Further, while the results reveal certain characteristics that are related to
literacy, the nature of the survey makes it impossible to determine the direction
of these relationships. In other words, it is impossible to identify the extent to
which literacy shapes particular aspects of our lives or is, in turn, shaped by
them. For example, there is a strong relationship between educational
attainment and literacy proficiencies. On the one hand, it is likely that staying
in school longer does strengthen an individual’s literacy skills. G.a the other
hand, it is also true that those with more advanced skills tend to remain in
school longer. Other variables, as well, are likely to play a role in the
relationship between literacy and education. In interpreting such relationships
in this report, the authors strive to acknowledge the many factors involved.

A fina! note deserves emphasis. This report describes the literacy
proficiencies of various subpopulations defined by characteristics such as age,
sex, race, ethnicity, and educational background. While certain groups
demonstrate lower literacy skills than others, on average, within every group
there are some individuals who perform well and some who perform poorly.
Accordingly, when one group is said to have lower average proficiencies than
another, this does not imply that all adults in the first group perform worse
than those in the second. Such statements are only intended to highlight
general patterns of differences among various groups and, therefore, do not
capture the variability within each group.
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A t the same time that the National Adult Literacy Survey was assessing the
literacy skills of America’s households, a representative sample of state and
federal prison inmates was also assessed. There were two reasons for assessing
prisoners’ literacy skills: to increase the accuracy of national subpopulation
estimates and to provide information on the literacy skills of federal and state
prisoners. Prison inmates have been included in national figures published in
other reports from the survey to give a more precise estimate of the literacy
proficiencies of subgroups of the adult population. In this report, the literacy
levels of the prison and household groups are reported separately to provide a
profile of the literacy skills of prisoners and to compare them with the
household population. Prisons and not jails were selected for the survey
because the Federal government has been mandated by Congress “to assist
State and local educational programs for criminal offenders in correctional
institutions.” Prisons house about 65 percent of the incarcerated population
and inmates are generally held for longer periods of time than those confined
in jails and community-based facilities.

This chapter of the report describes multiple dimensions of prisoner
literacy and compares the prose, document, and quantitative literacy skills of
prisoners to those of the adult household population. This chapter also examines
and compares literacy proficiencies of the prisoner and household populations
hy the subgroups of educational attainment, race/ethnicity, sex, and age, as well
as by disabilities.

In this report, the results are examined in two ways. First, general
comparisons of literacy proficiency are made by examining the average
performance of various subpopulations on each of the literacy scales. This is
the preferred method for this report because of the size of the sample of prison

inmates interviewed. Second, percentage distributions of each population in

! Public Law 101-392 section 214 (a) (2) September 28, 1990,
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the five levels of each scale are also presented to provide a range of literacy
proficiency for both the prison and household pobulations. As described in
chapter 1, five literacy levels were defined along tne prose, document, and
quantitative scales: Level 1 (ranging fromn 0 to 2925), Level 2 (226 to 275),
Level 3 (276 to 325), Level 4 (326 to 375), and Level 5 (376 to 500).

The Correctional Popuiation at the End of 1991

aaaaaa

At the end of 1991, an estimated 4,641,000 adults in this country were under
some form of correctional supervision (table 2.1 — da-a are from the Bureau
of Justice Statistics, 1991 and, therefore, are different from this survey’s
population estimates. The Bureau of Justice Statistics” survey included
community-based as well a confinement facilities, whereas this survey included
only confinement facilities.). Approximately 17 percent of these individuals
were in prison, 13 percent on parole, 9 percent in jail, and 61 percent on
probation. About 1,350 persons out of every 100,000 in the general population
were serving probation or parole sentences while living among the general
population. Consequently, a little over 1 percent of the household population
as defined in this report were under criminal justice supervision in the
community at the time of the survey. For every 100,000 residents in the
general population, the jails and prisons of the country held about

480 prisoners — or about 0.5 percent of the size of the general population.
Persons held in prison constitute an even smaller number compared with

the general population — about 0.3 percent.

Table 2.1
Aduit Correctional Population, Year-End 1991

RateAper 1'00'000
residents

R

4,641,000 . o

Probation 2,819,000* 1111.3

Jail 424,129 167.2

Prison 792,176 312.3

Paroie 606,000* 238.9 *‘
&5 Py B SN : S SN g it B ;

T
Fosiy

‘Estimated
**Includes both confinement and community-based facilities.

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics, Correctional Popuiations in the United Statss, 1930 and
Correctional Populations in the Unitec! States, 1991,
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Characteristics of the Prison and Household Populations

Prison inmates differ from the household population with respect to many
demographic characteristics (table 2.2). Generally, prison: inmates are more
likely to be male, minority, young, and less educated than the household
population. The vast majority of prison inmates are male (94 percent), while
less than half of the household population is male (48 percent). Almost two-
thirds of prison inmates belong to some racial or ethnic minority, compared
with about one-quarter of the household population. Almost 65 percent of
prison inmates are below the age of 35, compared with 40 percent of the
household population. About 20 percent of the prison population, compared
with 45 percent of the household population, has had some education beyond
high school; 49 percent of the prison population, compared with 24 percent of
the household population, did not complete either high school or a GED.

Results for the Prison Population

Thirty-one percent of prison inmates perform in Level 1 on the prose literacy
scale, 33 pexcent are in this level on the document scale, and 40 percent on
the quantitative scale (table 2.3). This means that approximately 237,000 to
306,000 of 766,000 prison inmates perform in the lowest level on each of the
literacy scales. Prison inmates at this level may be able to read short pieces of
text to find a single fact, enter personal information on a document, or add
numbers that are set up in a column format. Other inmates in Level 1,
however, do not demonstrate the ability to perform even these fairly
straight{forward literacy tasks.

Performing in Level 2 are ahout 37 percent of prison inmates on the prose
scale, 38 percent on the document scale, and 32 percent on the quantitative
scale — about 245,000 to 291,000 prisoners. Prisoners at this level on the prose
scale can generally make low-level inferences based on what they read and
integrate two or more pieces of information. Those in Level 2 on the document
scale can locate = piece of information in a document in which plausible but
inexact information is present and can integrate information from various parts
of a document. Prisoners in Level 2 on the quantitative scale can correctly add,
subtract, multiply, or divide simple numbers found in a text.

Between 22 percent and 26 percent of priscners — about 169,000 to
199,000 prisoners in all — could perform literacy tasks in Level 3. Frisoners in
this level on the prose scale could integrate information from relatively long or

dense text, and those in this level on the document scale could integrate
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TABLE 2.2

Percentages of Aduits in Prison and Household Populationz, by
Various Demographic Characteristics

POPULATIONS
CHARACTERISTICS S
Prison Household
CPCT ( SE) CPCT ( SE)
— . e e e e e e
Gender
Male 94 ( 0.0) 48 ( 0.0)
Female 6 ( 0.0) 52 ( 0.0)
Race/Ethnicity
White 35( 0.6) 76 ( 0.5)
Black 44 ( 0.0 11 ( 0.0)
Asian or Pacific Islander 1( 0.2) 2(0.2)
American Indian or Alaskan Native . 2(04) 1( 0.3)
Other of( 0.2) of( 0.1)
Hispanic groups 18 ( 0.4) 10 ( 0.2)
Age
16 to 18 2(0.4) 5( 0.1)
19 to 24 21 ( 1.3) 13 ( 0.2)
251t0 34 41 ( 1.8) 22 ( 0.2)
35 to 54 33( 1.4) 34 ( 0.3)
55 to 64 2(0.4) 10 ( 0.2)
65 and older 1(0.3) 16 ( 0.2)
Level of Education
0 to 8 years 14 ( 0.1) 10 ( 0.3)
9 to 12 years 35(1.1) 14 ( 0.2}
High school diploma 14 ( 1.1) 28 ( 0.2)
GED 17 ( 1.0) 4(02)
Some postsecondary 16 ( 0.8) 22 ( 0.2)
Postsecondary degree 4 (04 23(0.2)

CPCT = column percentage estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to be within 2 standard
errors of the sample estimate with 95% cerainty).

f Percentages less than 0.5 are rounded to 0.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992,
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TABLE 2.3

Percentages at Each Level and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Prison and Household Populations

LEVELS AND AVERAGE PROFICIENCY

LITERACY

SCALES BY Level 1 Levetl 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Average
POPULATIONS 225 or lower 226 to 275 276 to 325 326t0 375 | 376 or higher | proflciency

WGT N
n (1,000) RPCT( SE) RPCT ( SE) APCT( SE) RPCT( SE) RPCT{ SE) PROF ( SE)

Prose

Prison 1,147 766 31 (1.7) 37 ( 2.0) 26 ( 1.6) 6 ( 0.8) OT( 0.2) 246 ( 1.9)

Household 24,944 190,524 21 ( 0.4) 27 ( 0.6) 32 ( 0.7) 17 ( 0.4) 3(0.2 273 ( 0.6)
Document

Prison 1,147 766 33( 2.1) 38 ( 2.1) 25( :.5) 4( 0.9) OT( 0.2) 240 ( 2.2)

Household 24,944 190,524 23 ( 0.4) 28 ( 0.5) 31 ( 0.5) 15 ( 0.4) 3(0.2) 267 ( 0.7)
Quantitative :

Prison 1,147 766 40 ( 1.9) 32 ( 2.2) 22 ( 1.9) 6( 1.0) 1( 0.4) 236 ( 3.1)

Household 24,944 190,524 22 ( 0.5) 25 ( 0.6) 31( 0.6) 17 ( 0.3) 4(0.2) 271 ( 0.7)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true
population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

t Percentages less than 0.5 are; rounded to 0.

Sourca: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.

multiple pieces of information found in documents. Prisoners in Level 3 on the
quantitative scale could perform arithmetic operations using two or more
numbers found in printed material.

About 6 percent of inmates, or about 46,000, could successfully perform
Level 4 tasks on the prose scale and, thus, could synthesize information from
lengthy or complex passages. Four percent, about 31,000, are in Level 4 on the
document scale and are able to make inferences based on text and documents.
Six percent perform in Level 4 of the quantitative scale; they can perform
sequential arithmetic operations using numbers found in different types of displays.

Less than 0.5 percent of prison inmates perform in Level 5 on the prose

and document scales and about 1 percent on the quantitative scale. To perform
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in Level 5 on the prose scale, one must contrast complex information found in
written materials or make high level inferences or search for information in
dense text. Level 5 on the document scale requires readers to use specialized
knowledge and search complex displays for particular pieces of information.

To achieve this level on the quantitative scale, respondents must determine the
features of arithmetic problems either by examining text or by using background
knowledge and then perform the multiple arithmetic operations required. Very
few inmates, 8,000 or fewer, perform in this level.

Comparison of the Prison and Household Populations

7/

Prisoners are more likely than the household population to perform in the
lower levels of the three scales (table 2.3). About one in three prison inmates
performs in Level 1 on the prose scale, compared with one in five of the
household population. About 33 percent of prison inmates and 23 percent of
the household population perform in Level 1 on the document scale, and

40 percent of prisoners and 22 percent of household respondents on the
quantitative scale. Thus, the differences in percentages performing in Level 1
are 10 for the prose and document scales and 18 for the quantitative scale.

Compared with the household population, relatively few prisoners
perform in Levels 4 and 5. Six percent of prisoners, compared with 20 percent
of the household population, are in Levels 4 and 5 on the prose scale; 4 percent
of inmates, compared with 18 percent of the household population, on the
document scale; and 7 percent of prisoners, compared with 21 pegcent of
householders, on the quantitative scale.

Average proficiency scores on the three scales are also lower for prisoners
than for the household population. Although both prisoners and householders,
on average, perform in Level 2, prisoners’ proficiency scores are 27 points
lower on the prose and document scales than those of householders and
35 points lower on the quantitative scale, placing inmates below the middle
of the Level 2 range.

Thus, prisoners consistently demonstrate lower proficiency than the
household population on all three scales, whether measured by the distribution
of prisoners in the levels of each scale or by their average proficiency scores.

°

*
©
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Comparisons of the Prison and Household Populations
by Education, Race/Ethnicity, Sex, and Age

As was pointed out previously, the prisoner population varies from the household
population by such characteristics as gender, race/ethnicity, educational
attainment, and age. The next question is whether these differences are related
to the lower scores of prisoners as compared with those of the household
population. For example, are proficiency scores of the prison population lower
because fewer of them attained higher levels of education as compared with
the household population? In this section, each of these background
characteristics, namely, level of education, race/ethnicity, gender, and age, will
be examined separately. Also, race/ethnicity and educational attainment will
be combined and the proficiencies compared within each group to see if
overrepresentation of minorities and of those with low levels of education can
explain the differences in the proficiencies of prisoners and householders.

Finally results of a regression analysis w il be discussed.

Results by Educational Attainment

As shown in table 2.2, the prison population attained lower levels of education
than the household population. Greater percentages of prisoners than
householders attained less than a high school diploma; 14 percent of prisoners
have 0 to 8 years of education, compared with 10 percent of householders, and
35 percent of prisoners have 9 to 12 years of education compared with 14 percent
of householders. While a greater percentage of householders than prisoners
have a high school diploma (28 and 14 percent, respectively), 17 percent of
prisoners have a GED, compared with 4 percent of householders. It may be
that many prisoners have gained their high school equivalency certificate while
in prison. Nonetheless, 31 percent of prisoners and 32 percent of householders
have a high school diploma or GED. On the other hand, a lower percentage of
prisoners than householders have some postsecondary education (16 compared
with 22 percent) or a postsecondary degree (4 compared with 23 percent).

Not surprisingly, since the business of educational institutions is to
transmit literacy skills, literacy scores are highly related to educational
attainment (table 2.4). First of all, the average proficiencies of inmates are
related to educational attainment. The proficici. “es of inmates with some
postsecondary education range from 275 to 285 on the three scales and are
higher than the proficiencies of inmates with a high school diploma. These
inmates, as well as those who have a GED, demonstrate higher proficiencies

than inmates with 9 to 12 years of education. Inmates with 0 to 8 years of

44 °
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education demonstrate lower proficiencies, ranging from 176 to 196 on the
three scales, than those with 9 to 12 years. While the proficiencies of iniates
with a GED appear to be higher than those of inmates with a high school
diploma, the differences do not reach statistical significance. Inmates with a
GED, however, demonstrate proficiencies that are the same as those of
inmates with postsecondary education on the prose and quantitative scales.

Second, as the educational attainment of inmates increases, the
percentage of inmates performing in Level 1 generally decreases. For example,
65 to 70 percent of prisoners who reported 0 to 8 years of education perform in
Level 1 on the three scales, compared with 41 to 51 percent of prisoners with
9 to 12 years of education. On all three scales, the percentages of inmates with
a high school diploma in Level 1 are about the same as those of inmates with
9 to 12 years of education; however, the percentages of inmates with a GED
performing in Level 1 (10 to 21 percent) are less than those of inmates with
9 to 12 years. Furthermore, about the same percentages of inmates with a
GED as inmates with some postsecondary (10 to 15 percent) perform in
Level 1, while the percentages in Level 1 for high school graduates are greater
than the percentages for inmates with some postsecondary education.

When inmate and household populations are compared, inmates with a
GED demonstrate proficiencies comparable to those of householders with
a GED — about 270 on the prose scale and 265 on the document and
quantitative scales. In addition, about the same percentages of both prison and
household GED holders perform in Level 1 on all three scales. In contrast, the
average proficiencies of inmates with a high school diploma are lower on all
three scales than those of householders with the s:me education level.
Furthermore, significantly more inmate graduates than household graduates
perform in Level 1 on the quantitative scale and significantly fewer inmates
perform in Level 4 on the prose scale. Thus, inmates with a GED appear to
have an advantage over inmates with a high school diploma. Inmate GED
holders demonstrate about the same proficiencies as inmates with soine
postsecondary education, while inmate high school graduates demonstrate
lower proficiencies. In addition, inmate GED holders demonstrate the same
proficiencies as household GED holders. In contrast, inmate graduates

demonstrate lower proficiencies than their household counterparts.
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Table 2.4

Percentages at Each Level and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy
Scale of Prison and Houseéhold Populations, by Educational Attainment

Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Average
lower 226-275 276-325 | 326-375

proficiency |

L T e S e 3 TR AN R Y T RN S L

P+ YR %7 I AN 4 2 S
' n?’fﬁ %: b\‘({s’»arzveﬁ.}ﬂx%{gﬁg)ﬁ 2eiie M)ﬁg«*ﬁi«gamy

U

Prose
0 to 8 years
Prison 66 (4.2) | 24(3.8) 10 (4.0) 1 (0.6) 0°(0.0) { 196 (5.0)
Household 75(1.7) | 20(1.4) 4 (0.9). 0%0.3) 0'0.0) | 177 (2.6)
9 to 12 years
Prison 41 (3.1) 44 (3.5) 14 (2.4) 1 (0.6) 0%0.0) | 230 (3.0)
Household 42 (1.4) 38(1.1) 17 (1.0) 2(0.4) 0(0.1) | 231 (1.5)
GED
Prison 10(3.1) | 44 (4.9) 39 (5.6) 6 (3.0) 0°(0.3) | 270 (4.3)
Household 14(1.6) | 39(2.5) 39 (2.8) 7(1.2) 0°(0.6) | 268 (1.8)

High school
Prison

25(5.3) 39 (5.0) 32 (6.0) 5(2.0) 0'(0.0) | 255(5.0)
Household 1 . . . . 1

(0.2) | 270(1.1)
Postsecondary |2

Prison 27 (3.6) | 42(3.7) | 19(3.4) 2(1.1) | 285(3.7)
Household 17 (0.6) 39 (0.8) 32 (0.8) 7 (0.4) | 310(0.8)
Document
0 to 8 years
Prison 23 (4.1) 7(2.6) 1(0.5) 0'0.0) | 176 (6.1)
Household 18 (1.6) 3(0.8) 0°(0.1) 0*(0.0) | 170 (2.4)
9 to 12 years
Prison 43 (3.9) | 14(2.7) 2(1.0) 0'(0.0) | 230(2.8)
Household 37(1.6) | 15(1.3) 2(0.4) 0'(0.1) | 227 (1.6)
GED
Prison 47 (6.2) 32 (5.0) 4(2.7) 0'(0.3) | 263 (4.3)
Household

42 (2.7) | 34(2.3) 7(1.1) 0°(0.5) | 264 (2.2)
High school

Prison 37(5.7) | 32(4.7) 4(2.4) 0°(0.0) | 251 (5.6)

Household 38(1.0) | 33(1.1) 9 (0.6) 1(0.2) | 264 (1.1)
Postsecondary |-

Prison R84 149 | 11(21) | 31(3.1) | 44(4.) 13(2.9) 1(0.8) | 279 (3.0

Household 12“43 - 80,426 6(0.3) | 20(0.6) | 39(0.6) 29 (0.8) 6 (0.4) | 303(0.7)

-

et b . g - S i
R R L o e NS 3 ., Voar s e g SR

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate /1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total
sample sizes because of missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) =

standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with
95% certainty).

* Percentages less than 0.5 are rounded fo zero.

Source: US Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics, Nationatl Adult Survey, 1992
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Tabie 2.4 (continued)

Percentages at Each Level and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy
Scale of Prison and Household Populations, by Educational Attainment

LEVELS AND AVERAGE PROFICIENCIES . "
Level 5
5 225 or Level 2 Leve! 3 Levei 4 376 or Average
- % 226-275 | 276-325 proficiency |-
el ‘;z;; PR LR =0 ,.,,?.;_g
E
Quantitative
0 to 8 years
e Prison 70(5.1) | 21(3.5) 7 (2.6) 2(1.4) 0%0.4) 182 (8.4)
Household 76 (2.0) | 18(1.8) 5(1.1) 1(0.3) 0°0.2) 169(3.1) |.
; 9 to 12 years ‘ ?
5 Prison 51(2.8) | 34(34) | 13(2.1) 2(0.9) 07(0.3) 219(3.5) |
7 Household 45(16) | 34(1.6) | 17(1.3) 3(0.6) 0'(0.1) 227(1.7) {5
il GED
Prison 21(5.2) | 40(5.6) | 32(5.7) 7 (2.5) 0'(1.4) 263 (4.6)
i Household 16 (2.0) | 38(2.5) | 35(2.5) 10 (1.4) 1(0.5) 268(2.7)
1 High school
% Prison 36 (5.0) | 32(5.8) | 26{4.3) 6 (3.0) 0'(0.3) 244 (6.7)
Household : 18 (0.8) 33(1.1) 37 (1.1) 12 (0.5) 1(02) 270(1.1)
Postsecondary [¢}52
_‘ Prison SN B 15(3.2) | 30(4.5) | 37(4.5) 15 (3.1) 3(1.1) 276(3.4)
i Household Thiopu 5 (0.3) 17 (0.6) | 38(0.8) | 31(0.7) 8(0.4) 310(09) ¢
N e b D A e T gy, APy S By i B B e v L

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate /1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total
sample sizes because of missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) =
standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with

95% certainty).
* Percentages less than 0.5 are rounded to zero.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Survey, 1992.

Results by Race/Ethnicity

On all three literacy scales, White prisoners demonstrate higher average

literacy skills than Black prisoners, who show greater proficiency than Hispanic

prisoners (table 2.5). The proficiency scores of White prisoners are, on average,

28 points higher than those of Black prisoners and 62 roints higher than scores

of Hispanic prisoners on the prose scale; the scores of Black prisoners are

34 points higher than those of Hispanic prisoners. On the document scale, the

proficiency scores of White inmates are an average of 38 points higher than the

scores of Black inmates, and Black inmates® scores are 34 points higher than

Hispanic inmates” scores. On the quantitative scale, the proficiency scores of
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TABLE 2.5

Percentages at Each Level and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Prison and Household Populations, by Race/Ethnicity

LEVELS AND AVERAGE PROFICIENCY
LITERACY
SCALES BY Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Average
RACE/ETHNICITY 225 or lower 226 to 275 276 to 325 326 to 375 376 or higher | proficiency
BY POPULATIONS
WGT N
n {1,0000 RPCT( SE) APCT( SE) RPCT( SE) APCT( SE) RPCT( SE) PROF( SE)
Prose
White
Prison 417 266 17 ( 2.2) 35 ( 2.6) 36 ( 3.0) 11 ( 2.3) 1( 0.5) 270 ( 3.3)
Household 16,875 144,702 14 ( 0.4) 25 ( 0.6) 36 ( 0.8) 21 ( 0.5) 4 ( 0.3) 286 ( 0.7)
Black
Prison 480 340 33( 2.4) 43 ( 3.4) 21 ( 2.5) 3(0.8) OT( 0.2) 242 { 2.6)
Household 4,483 20,852 38( 1.2) 37 ( 1.4) 21 ( 1.0) 4 ( 0.6) OT( 0.2) 237 ( 1.4)
Hispanic
Prison 211 134 55( 23) 27 ( 3.5) 16 ( 3.8) 2(1.1) OT( 0.3) 208 ( 4.6)
Household 2915 18,347 49 ( 1.5) 26 ( 1.4) 19 ( 1.5) 6 ( 0.8) 1(0.3) 215 ( 2.2)
Document
White ’
Prison 417 266 17 ( 2.6) 34 ( 2.9) 39 ( 2.4) 10 ( 2.2) 1( 0.4) 270 ( 3.4)
Household 16,875 144,702 16 ( 0.5) 27 ( 0.6) 34 ( 0.7) 19 ( 0.5) 3(0.2) 280 ( 0.8)
Black
Prison 480 340 39 ( 3.5) 44 ( 3.2) 16 ( 2.0) 1(0.7) OT( 0.0) 232 ( 3.2)
Household 4,483 20,852 43 ( 1.0) 36 ( 1.2) 18 ( 0.9) 3(04) -Of( 0.1) 230 ( 1.2)
Hispanic
Prison 211 134 53 ( 3.6) 29 ( 3.9) 16 ( 3.2) 2(1.7) OT( 0.4) 198 ( 4.9)
Household 2915 18,347 50(1.7) 26 ( 1.6) 18 ( 1.4) 5( 0.8) 1( 0.3) 213 ( 2.5)
Quantitstive
White
Prison 417 266 21 ( 2.5) 31 ( 3.7) 34 ( 3.1) 12 ( 2.4) 2(0.7) 267 ( 3.4)
Housshold 16,875 144,702 14 ( 0.5) 24 ( 0.6) 35( 0.7) 21 ( 0.4) 5(0.2) 287 ( 0.8)
Black
Prison 480 340 49 ( 3.1) 34 ( 29) 15 ( 2.1) 2(0.8) OT( 0.1) 223 ( 4.5)
Household 4,483 20,852 46 ( 1.0) 34 (1.1) 17 ( 1.0) 3(04) of( 0.1) 224 ( 1.4)
Hispanic
Prison 211 134 57 ( 3.7) 26 ( 4.7) 14 ( 3.8) 3(1.9) OT( 0.6) 201 ( 6.1)
Household 2,915 18,347 50 ( 1.3) 25 ( 1.3) 19 ( 1.3) 5(1.1) 1(0.2) 212 ( 2.5)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true
poputation value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

U Percentages less than 0.5 are rounded to 0.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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White inmates are 44 points higher on average than those of Black inmates and
66 points higher than those of Hispanic inmates. These differences among
inmates mirror differences among adults in the household population, in which
the proficiency scores of White adults are 49 to 63 points higher than those of
Black adults and the scores of Black adults are 12 to 22 points higher than
those of Hispanic adults, on average.

White prisoners demonstrate lower proficiencies than White adults in
the household population on all three literacy scales. On average, their prose
proficiency is 16 points lower, their document proficiency 10 points lower,
and their quantitative 20 points lower than the proficiencies of the White
household popdlation. On the other hand, the proficiency scores of Black and
Hispanic prisoners tend to be about the same as those of their counterparts in
the household population. The exception occurs among Hispanic adults on the
document scale, where prisoners demonstrate lower average proficiency than
adults in households (198 compared with 213, respectively).

Results by Educational Attainment and Race/Ethnicity

Since both educational attainment and race are related to literacy proficiency,

we will examine them together to see if both factors act to depress the literacy
scores of the prison population as compared with the household population. As
was previously noted, the racial composition of the prison population differs
from that of the household population. While the prison population is 35
percent White, 44 percent Black, and 18 percent Hispanic, the household
populatxén is 76 percent White, 11 percent Black, and 10 percent Hispanic.
Minority adults, both in prisons and households, have less education, on
average, than White adults. In the prison population, White inmates average
11.3 years of schooling, Black inmates 10.8, and Hispanic inmates 9.6. In the
household population, White adults average 12.8 years of schooling, Black
adults 11.6 years, and Hispanic adults 10.2 years (table 2.6).

Prisoners have less education on average than their racial or ethnic
counterparts in the household population. White prisoners have about one and
one-half years less education than White householders, Black prisoners have
alinost a year less than Black householders, and Hispanic prisoners have about
one-half year less than Hispanic householders. Only about 2 in 10 White
householders have less than a high school diploma while almost 4 in 10 White
prisoners have not graduated from high school or recewved a GED. Over half of
the Black prisoners, compared with about one-third of Black adults in the
household population, have not completed high school. Sixty-one percent of
Hispanic inmates, compared with 46 percent of Hispanic houscholders, have

less than a high school diploma. While minorities are overrepresented in the
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Table 2.6

Percentages of Prison and Household Populations
Attaining Each Education Level and Average Years
of Schoolmg, by RaceIEthmclty

g.g%

£ g * 6 ; .
\,%{;; Prekrda v oRE R 90 SR S R N
woed  O0to12 High Post- Average years
19 m years schoolIGED secondary of schoollng

© u ar :*2%3 o

‘-».s *

38 (2.0) 38 (2.2) 25(1.3) 11.3(0.1)
Household 19 (0.3) 33(0.3) 48 (0.4) 12.8 (0.0)
Black
Prison 55 (1.8) 29 (1.6) 16 (0.9) 10.8 (0.1)
Household 35(1.2) 33 (1.1} 33(1.2) 11.6 (0.1)
Hispanic
Prison 61 (3.3) 23 (2.7) 16 (1.7) 9.6 (0.2)
Household 46 (1 2) 26 (1.1) 28 (1 1) 10.2 (0.1)

ns= samp!e size; WGT N populatlon size estimate /1 000 (the sample sizes for subpopulat'ons may not add up
to the total sample sizes because of missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimats; PROF = average
proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to be

within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 85% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Survey, 1992,

prison population compared with the household population and in general tend
to have less education than White adults, even within racial/ethnic groups
prisoners have less education on average than their racial/ethnic counterparts
in the household population.

Much of the difference in performance between those in prison and those
in the household population disappears when racial or ethnie background and
educational attaininent are accounted for {table 2.7). In fact, White, Black, and
Hispanic inmates without a high school diplomna or GED perform, on average,
better than their counterparts in the household population. The proficiency of
White inmates without a high school diploma is 15 points higher than that of
corresponding White adults in the household population on the prose scale.

23 points higher on the document scale, and 10 points higher on the
quantitative scale. The proficiercy scores of Black prisoners who had not
finished high school are 30 points higher than those of Black householders with
the same educational background on the prose, document, and quantitativ e
scales. The scores of Hispanic ir mates without a diploma are 25 points higher
than those of Hispanic householders who had not completed high school on
both the prose and quantitative scales, and 13 poiuts higher on the document

scale, although this difference does not reach statistical significance.
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White and Black prisoners who have received a high school diploma or a
GED demonstrate about the same literacy proficiency as their counterparts in
the household population with the same level of education. The proficiency
scores for both White prisoners and householders with a high school diploma
or GED average about 275 on the prose, document, and quantitative scales.
The proficiencies for Black prisoners and householders with a high school
education range between 233 and 242 on the document and quantitative scales,
with statistically insignificant differences between the two groups. On the prose
scale, however, Black prisoners with a high school education perform, on
average, 13 points higher than their household counterparts, a difference that
is statistically significant. (It is not possible to compare the Hispanic inmates
with the Hispanic householders as the inmate sample size is not large enough
to make reliable estimates.)

. White inmates with any postsecondary education do not perform as well
as White householders on the prose and quantitative scales, while on the

document scale White inmates and householders with postsecondary education
perform about the same (around 305). Black inmates with educational
experience beyond high school perform about the same on all three scales as
Black householders with the same educational experience. (Once again, the
Hispanic inmate sample size is not large enough to make reliable estimates;
therefore, a comparison can not be made with the household population.)

Thus, when compared by racial/ethnic background and educational
experience, the performance of prisoners with less than a high school
education is better than that of householders, while the performance of
prisoners with a high school diploma or more is generally similar to or, in a few
instances, lower than that of householders. The low literacy proficiencies of the
total prison population in comparison with the total household population are
primarily due to the large proportion of mirority racial/ethnic groups and
persons with lower levels of education in the prison population. When these
variables are taken into account, prisoners score the same or better than their
racial or ethnic counterparts in the household population. One notable pattern,
however, is that for both prisoners and householders, differences remain
among the racial/ethnic groups. White adults at each educational level perform
better than Black and Hispanic adults on all three scales, and Black adults
perform better than Hispanic adults.

28 . ... .. Chapter 2

A
-




TABLE 2.7

Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale of Prison and Househoid
Populations, by Race/Ethnicity and by Level of Education

LEVEL OF EDUCATION
LITERACY
SCALES BY 0 to 12 years High school/GED Postsecondary
RACE/ETHNICITY
BY POPULATIONS
WGT N
n  {/1,000) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Prose
White
Prison 417 266 242 ( 4.0) 276 ( 4.7) 304 ( 5.1)
Household 16,298 139,011 227 ( 1.7) 278 ( 1.1) 317 ( 0.9)
Black
Prison 479 339 223 ( 3.2) 255 ( 4.0) 283 ( 6.5)
Household 4,252 19,496 193 ( 2.7) 242 ( 1.6) 275( 1.7)
Hispanic
Prison 208 132 186 ( 5.9) ) AT
Household 2,731 17,047 161 ( 3.4) 241 ( 3.8) 275 { 3.0)
Document
White
Prison 417 266 243 ( 3.9) 276 ( 5.2) 303 ( 3.8)
Household 16,298 139,011 220 ( 2.0) 271 ( 1.1) 310 ( 0.8)
Black
Prison 479 339 216 ( 4.3) 242 ( 4.0 267 ( 4.8)
Household 4,252 19,496 186 ( 2.2) 235 ( 1.5) 267 ( 1.9)
Hispanic
Prison 208 132 171 ( 7.1) il (il il (il
Household 2,731 17,047 158 ( 3.7) 241 ( 4.3) 274 ( 2.8)
Quantitative
White
Prison 417 266 234 ( 4.6) 275 ( 4.5) 304 ( 4.9)
Household 16,298 139,011 224 ( 2.1) 279 ( 1.1) 318 ( 0.9)
Black
Prison 479 339 206 ( 6.1) 238 ( 6.7) 257 ( 5.3)
Household 4,252 19,496 176 ( 2.6) 233 ( 1.9) 266 ( 1.9)
Hispanic
Prison 208 132 180 ( 8.2) il Gl Y
Household 2,731 17,047 155 ( 3.4) 240 ( 4.2) 276 ( 3.0)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 {the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to
be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Sample size is insufficient to permit a refiable estimate (fewer than 45 respondents).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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Results by Sex

Male and female prisoners demonstrate about the same average proficiencies
on the literacy scales (table 2.8). They average about 250 on the prose scale,
240 on the document scale, and 235 on the quantitative scale. In contrast, in
the household population men perform slightly better than womien on the
document and quantitative scales. About the same percentage of male and
female inmates perform in each level on each of the scales, with over

60 percent of each group performing in Levels 1 and 2.

TABLE 2.8

Percentages at Each Levei and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Prison and Household Populations, by Sex

LEVELS AND AVERAGE PROFICIENCY
LITERACY
SCALES BY SEX Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Average
B8Y POPULATIONS 225 or lower 226 to 275 276 to 325 326 to 375 376 or higher | proficiency
WGT N
n (/1,000) RPCT{ SE) RPCT ( SE) RPCT( SE) RPCT( SE) RPCT ( SE) PROF { SE)
Prose
Male
Prison 1,076 723 31(1.7) 37 ( 2.0) 25( 1.7) 6 ( 0.7) OT( 0.3) 246 ( 1.9)
Household 10,694 91,376 22 ( 0.6) 26 ( 0.9) 31( 1.2) 18 ( 0.6) 4 ( 0.3) 272 ( 0.9)
Female
Prison ra 43 27 ( 6.7) 35 ( 3.5) 33 ( 6.5) 5(5.1) OT( 0.0) 252 ( 7.6)
Household 14,208 98,858 20 ( 0.5) 28 ( 0.7) 33(0.7) 17 ( 0.5) 3(0.2) 273 ( 0.8)
Document
Mate
Prison 1,07¢ 723 33( 2.2) 38 ( 2.2) 25 ( 1.5) 4( 1.0) OT( 0.2) 240 ( 2.2)
Househoid 10,694 91,376 23 ( 0.6) 26 ( 0.5) 31( 0.8) 17 ( 0.5) 3(0.3) 269 ( 0.9)
Female
Prison 71 43 32 ( 6.8) 38 ( 6.8) 25 ( 8.1) 5(22) OT( 0.0) 244 ( 9.2)
Household 14,208 98,858 23 ( 0.6) 30 ( 0.7) 31 ( 0.6) 14 ( 0.5) 2(0.2) 265 ( 0.9)
Quantitative
Male
Prison 1,076 723 40 ( 1.9) 32 ( 2.3) 22 ( 2.0) 6(1.1) 1( 0.4) 236 ( 3.1)
Household 10,694 91,376 21 ( 0.7) 23 ( 0.5) 31 ( 0.6) 20 ( 0.4) 5( 0.3) 277 ( 0.9)
Female
Prison 71 43 43 ( 6.5) 32 ( 8.3) 21(772) 4(1.8) 1(1.3) 234 ( 9.7)
Household 14,208 98,858 23 ( 0.5) 28 ( 0.9) 31( 1.0) 15 ( 0.6) 3(0.3) 266 ( 0.9)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sam, 2 sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row parcentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimatc (the true
population value can b2 said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 85% certainty).

t Percentages less than 0.5 aro rounded to 0.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Canter for Education Statistics, Nationat Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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Male prisoners demonstrate lower literacy proficiencies than males in
the household population on all three scales. Furthermore, about 68 percent
of male prisoners, compared with 48 percent of males in the household
populaiion, are in Levels 1 and 2 on the prose scale. Seven in 10 male

prisones., und 5 in 10 male householders perform in the two lowest levels

of the document scale. Almost three-quarters of male prisoners and slightly
under one-half of males in the household population are in Levels 1 and 2
on the quantitative scale.

Although higher percentages of female prisoners than females in the
household population perform in Level 1 on the prose and document scales, the
differences are not statistically significant. Because of the small number of
women in prison, there were only a smali number of women in the prison sample.
The large standard errors of the femalc prison population reflect the variability
due to sampling as well as to measurement errors. It is, therefore, often
impossible to tell if observed differences are the result of sampling variability or
a true difference. A significantly higher percentage of women prisoners than
female householders are in Level 1, however, on tlie quantitative scale (43 percent
vs. 23 percent). When average proficiency scores are compared, those of

female prisoners are lower than those of female householders on all three scales.

Resuits by Age

On the prose and quantitative scales, prisoners perform about the same, on
average, for all three age groups, 16 to 24, 25 to 34, and 35 and older (table
2.9). Although the prose proficiency of prisoners under 25 years of age is 252,
it is not statistically different from that of prisoners 35 and older, who average
941. On the document scale, the proficiency scores of the two groups of
prisoners under the age of 35 are significantly higher (251 and 243) than the
scores of those who are 35 or older (230).

Clearly, prisoners demonstrate lower average proficiencies than
householders in their age group on all three literacy scales. In addition, about
two-thirds of prisoners younger than 25 years of age perform in Levels 1 and 2
on the prose scale, while less than half of householders are in those levels. An
est:mated 68 percent of prisorers age 25 to 34 perform in Levels 1 and 2 on
the prose scale; 41 percent of the household population age 25 to 34 are in
these levels on this scale. Almost 7 in 10 prisoners age 35 or older perform in
the lowest two levels on the prose scale, while only 5 in 10 of the houschold
population do. Patterns on the document and quantitative scales are similar to

those on the prose scale.
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TABLE 2.9

Percentages at Each Level and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Prison and Household Populations, by Age

LEVELS AND AVERAGE PROFICIENCY
LITERACY —_ -— --
SCALES BY AGE Levei 1 Level 2 Levei 3 Level 4 Level 5 Average
BY POPULATIONS [225 or lower 226 to 275 276 to 325 326t0 375 | 376 or higher | proficiency
WGT N
A (f1,000) RPCT( SE) APCT( SE) RPCT( SE) APCT( SE) KRPCT( SE) PROF( SE)
Prose
16 to 24
Prison 281 174 26 ( 3.1) 42 ( 4.6) 25 ( 4.2) 5( 2.1) 0f( 0.2) 252 ( 3.2)
Household 4,300 34,764 15 ( 0.9) 31( 1.4) 37 ( 1.4) 16 ( 1.1) 2(0.3) 278 ( 1.0)
2510 34
Prison 474 316 31 ( 2.8) 37 { 3.1) 26 ( 2.6) 5(1.1) 0f( 0.3) 247 ( 3.1)
Household 6,227 41,009 1€ ( 0.7) 25 ( 1.0) 34 ( 0.8) 21 ( 1.0) 4( 0.4) 283 ( 1.3)
35 and older
Prison 389 273 35( 3.2) 34 ( 2.8) 25( 2.2) 6( 1.8) 1( 0.5) 241 ( 3.5)
Household 14,408 114,712 24 ( 0.5) 26 ( 0.7) 30 ( 0.8) 16 ( 0.5) 3(0.3) 267 ( 0.8)
Document
16 to 24
Prison 281 174 27 ( 3.2) 41 ( 5.1) 27 ( 4.4) 5( 2.6} of{ 0.2) 251 ( 3.4)
Household 4,300 34,764 14 ( 0.7) 30( 1.2) 38 ¢ 1.5) 16 ( 1.2) 2{0.3) 279 ( 1.1)
25t0 34
Prison 474 316 32 ( 3.0) 37 ( 3.9) 26 ( 2.9) 4(1.2) 0f( 0.2) 243 ( 3.4)
Household 6,227 41,009 16 ( 0.7) 25 ( 0.7) 35( 0.8) 21 ( 0.9) 4( 0.3) 281 ( 1.2)
35 and older
Prison - 389 273 38 ( 3.7) 36 ( 2.8) 22 ( 3.0) 5( 1.4) 0f( 0.3) 230 ( 4.2)
Household 14,408 114,712 28 ( 0.7) 29 ( 0.6) 27 ( 0.5) 13 ( 0.6) 2(0.2) 258 ( 1.0)
Quantitative
16 to 24
Prison 281 174 40 ( 3.6) 33 ( 3.3) 22 ( 4.4) 5(1.4) 1(1.2) 240 ( 4.3)
Household 4,300 34,764 17 ( 0.9) 30 ( 1.1) 36 ( 1.0) 15 ( 0.9) 2(0.4) 275 ( 1.1)
25 to 34
Prison 474 316 39 ( 2.9) 33( 3.7) 21 ( 2.5) 6( 1.2 1( 0.4) 237 ( 3.5)
Household 6,227 41,009 17 ( 0.7) 4 ( 0.7) 34 ( 0.8) 20 ( 0.8) 5( 0.5) 282 ( 1.1)
35 and older
Prison 389 273 41 ( 3.9) 30 ( 3.7) 22 ( 2.8) 6(1.7) 1(0.6) 231 ( 5.2)
Household 14,408 114,712 L 25( 0.7) 240 0.7) 29 ( 0.7) 17 ( 0.5) 4( 0.3) 267 ( 1.0)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row percentzge estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true
population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

t Percentages less than 0.5 are rounded to 0.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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Disabilities

Both prisoners and householders responded to a series of questions asking
them whether they had any disabilities. Table 2.10 shows the percentages in
each population reporting whether or not they had any disabilities and their
proficiency scores on the three scales. A significantly higher percentage of the
prison population (36 percent) than the household population (26 percent)
reported having at least one disability. (The higher reported incidence of
disabilities may be due, in part, to prisoners being more aware of disabilities
than householders because of having been evaluated by the criminal justice
system.) Furthermore, the proficiency scores of those in the pnson population
who reported any disabiuties are significantly lower than the scores of their
household counterparts, except on the document scale.

TABLE 2.10

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scaie
of Prison and Household Populations, by Disability

LITERACY SCALES
NUMBER OF DISABILITIES
BY POPULATIONS Prose Document Quantitative
WGT N CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE)
n (/1,000) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF{ SE)
No Disability
Prison 1136 766 63 ( 1.7) 63 ( 1.7) 63 ( 1.7)
253 ( 2.3) 247 ( 2.7) 244 ( 3.7)
Household 24,832 190,524 74 ( 0.5) 74 { 0.5) 74 ( 0.5)
283 ( 0.6) 278 ( 0.6) 283 ( 0.7)
One or More DRisabilities
Prison 1,136 766 36 ( 1.6) 36 ( 1.6) 36 ( 1.6)
233 ( 3.9) 227 ( 4.9) 220 ( 5.0)
Household 24,832 190,524 26 ( 0.5) 26 ( 0.5) 26 ( 0.5)
243 ( 1.3) 235 ( 1.4) | 239 ( 1.6)

//

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes.
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Educatc;i, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 19392.
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Table 2.11 shows the percentages of each population reporting various
disabilities and the average proficiency scores on each scale associated with
each disability. (The column percentages add up to more than 100 percent
because respondents could report more than one disability.) Significantly mnore
inmates than householders reported having a learning disability or a mental or
emotional condition. Almost four times as inany inmates as householders
reported a learning disability and three times as many report a mental or
emotional condition. While there are no significant differences on the three
scales between the proficiency scores of inmates and householders with a
mental or emotional condition, there are for a learning disability, with the
inmates attaining significantly lower scores. The difference is particularly
pronounced on the quantitative scale where inmates’ proficiency is over
30 points lower than that of householders. Proficiency scores for inmates
reporting a learning disability are significantly lower on all three scales than
the scores of inmates with all other disabilities except visual impairment. With
the exception of those with a learning disability, inmates with particular

disabilities do not demonstrate lower literacy skills than their counterparts
in the household population with the same disabilities.

Regression Analyses

Of particular concern when comparing the prison and the household
populations is the difference in demographic composition of the two
populations. As noted earlier, the prison population has greater proportions
of males, minerities, younger adults, and adults with lower levels of education.
In addition, when the two populations are compared by some of these
characteristics, such as educational attainment and race/ethnicity, the prison
population demonstrates proficiencies that are comparable to or higher than
those of the household population. Thus, in order to account for the
differences in the demographic composition of the two populations, regression
analyses were run in which the variables of sex, race/ethnicity, age, and level
of education were held constant, with the outcome being proficiency on each
of the three scales.

The results of the regression for performance on the three scales are
presented in table 2.12. For the variable of race/ethnicity, the category of other
includes American Indian, Alaskan Native, Asian, Pacific Islander, and other.
Age was entered as a continuous variable, that is, the actual age of the
respondent. Education was entered as a scale variable with the following
breakdowns: 0 to 8 years, 9 to 12 years, GED certificate, high school diploma,

some college education, and college degree.
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TABLE 2.11

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on £ach Literacy Scale
of Prison and Household Populations, by Various Disabilities

LITERAGY SCALES
DISABILITIES BY .
POPULATIONS Prose Document Quantitative
WGTN CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT ( SE)
n {/1,000) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF { SE)
No Disability
Prison 1,136 766 63 1.7; 63( 1.7 Gsi 1.7;
253 ( 2.3 247 { 2.7 244 | 3.7
Household 24,832 190,524 2532 82; 2;3& 8 g; 2532 89;
General Condition . .
Prison 1,136 766 21138& ;(13; 21{;& ég; 21%2 (152;
Housshold 24,832 190,524 t2 o'.sg H o'.sg 12 ( o'.sg
2271 156 219 ( 1.9 220 { 2.4
Visual Impairment
Prison 1,136 766 21(7)& g.g; 20;2 3;3 19;& g.g;
Household 24,832 190,524 7 oizg 7& oizg 72 012;
217 ( 2.4 212 ( 26 210 { 2.7
Hearing Impairment
Prison 1,138 786 2222 8'8; 232 §18'g; 22? §18'g;
Household 24,832 190,524 7% o'.sg 7§ 0.3) 7£ o'.eg
243 { 2.6 236 { 2.8) 242 ( 36
Learning Disability
Prison 1,136 766 "13;% é.g; 1;;2 ;15'8; 125“ 113'8;
Household 24,832 190,524 3( 0.1 3 011; 3( 011;
207 { 3.8 201 { 4.1 1982 4.3
Mental/Emotional
Prison 1,136 766 228% g.g; 2282 g.g; 213} 8'2;
Household 24,832 190,524 2222 3:5; 2252 gﬁ;g 21%& gﬁég
Physical Disability ' ' '
Prison 1136 766 o i ;.gg 2322 ;.g; 232} é.g;
Household 24,832 190,524 92 oﬁsg 9& oie; 9§ oﬁsg
231{ 1.8 202 ( 2.3 223 ( 2.4
Long-Term Disability
Prison 1,136 766 23673 2 (7)2; 228 E ggg 202 2182;
Household 24,832 190,524 8& oiz; 82 o]z; 8§ o]z;
236 ( 2.4 225 2.3 207 | 2.7
Other Disability
Prison 1,136 766 6§ 0.8 61{ 0.8 65 0.8
239 ( 8.4 226 §1o.3 226 {11.1
Household 24,832 190,524 6& 0.3; 6 o.sg 6 o.s;
237 { 2.6 226 { 2.4 232 ( 32

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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Table 2.12

Results of Multiple Regression Analyses

Average Adjusted
{Regression | Standard T
Coefficient) Error Statistic | Probabili
Intercept 2214 2.3 96.3 0.000
Female 5.1 1.0 5.2 0.000
4 Black -39.3 1.6 -25.2 0.000
-1 Hispanic -54.4 1.5 -35.3 0.000
.1 Other -46.9 2.6 -18.0 0.000
| Age -0.7 0.0 -24.7 0.000 |
2| Education 22.3 0.3 65.4 0.000 &
+{  Prison 10.3 6.7 1.6 0.121 [
1 Multiple Correlation 0.714 i
= Document
4 Intercept 2343 2.2 104.7 0.000 &
Female 0.2 0.9 0.3 0.792 ¢
Black -41.5 1.5 -28.5 0.000 |
Hispanic -53.0 1.6 -32.4 0.000 |2
Other -39.4 2.8 -13.9 0.000 i
Age -1.0 0.0 -34.8 0.000
Education 21.3 0.3 65.4 0.000
Prison 4.8 6.6 0.7 0.465
Multiple Correlation 0.717
| Quantitative
1 Intercept 223.2 2.1 103.1 0.000
1 Female 7.2 1.0 7.4 0.000
Black -50.6 1.7 -30.7 0.000
Hispanic -56.5 1.9 -29.2 0.000
Other -38.5 2.9 -13.4 0.000
Age -0.7 0.0 -21.4 0.000 |
Education 23.2 0.3 75.7 0.000 1}
Prison 0.9 7.3 0.1 0.907 |
Multiple Correlation 0.702 3
S WA

* Female, Black, Hispanic, other, and prison are 1 degree of freedom contrasts. Males, White, and household are the

comparison groups.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Survey, 1992,
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When the variables are held constant, there is no significant statistical
difference in performance on all three scales between the prison and the
household populations. The characteristic having the most effect on
performance is level of education, followed by race/ethnicity. Thus, when
comparisons are made between the prison and household populations, it is
important to remember that differences in overall performance are most
likely attributable to differences in the demographic composition of the two
populations. On the other hand, the differences in demographics are important
and should not minimize the significance of the overall low performance of the
prison population, which comprises many individuals who demonstrate the
need for improved literacy skills.

Summary

The demographic composition and educational attainment of the prison
population differ significantly from that of the household population, with the
prison population more likely to be male, minority, young, and less educated.
Demonstrated performance on the three literacy scales also differs
significantly. The proficiency scores of the total prison population are some

27 points lower than those of the household population on the prose and
document scales, and 35 points lower on the quantitative scale. This lower
performance among inmates is also evident when the percentages of the two
populations performing in each of the levels are compared. Significantly more
inmates than householders perform in Levels 1 and 2. At the two higher levels,
the trend is reversed: significantly more householders than inmates perform in
Levels 4 and 5.

When the literacy survey results are compared for individuals with varying
levels of education, a strong relationship between education and literacy is
apparent. Both inmates and householders who had eared high school
diplomas demonstrate significantly higher average prose, document, and
quantitative proficiencies than do those who did not complete high school.
and individuals who had completed at least some college perform better, on
average, than those with high school diplomas. When the prison and household
populations are compared by level of education, however, there are some
differences in performance. The proficiency scores of prisoners who have a
high school diploma are significantly lower on all three scales than the
proficiencies of householders with a high school diploma. On the other hand.

inmates with a GED demonstrate about the same proficiencies as householders
with a GED.




Differences in performance are also evident across the racial/ethnic
groups studied within the prison population and when the groups are
compared across the prison and household populations. The average prose,
document, and quantitative proficiencies of White inmates are significantly
higher than those of Black, and the proficiencies of Black inmates are
significantly higher than those of Hispanic inmates. When racial/ethnic groups
are compared across the prison and household populations, the proficiency
scores of White inmates are significantly lower on all three scales than those of
White householders. Black and Hispanic inmates, however, demonstrate about
the same proficiencies as their counterparts in the household population.

The differences in performance between the prison and household
populations may be explained in part by differences in educational attainment
and racial/ethnic composition. When compared by these two variables, inmates’
literacy proficiencies are similar to or better than those of the householders.
Thus, the lower literacy proficiencies of the total prison population in
comparison with the household population may be related to the larger

proportion of inmates from minority racial/ethnic groups and of inmates with
lower levels of education. It is important to note, however, that these data do
not imply that all minority group members score at the lower levels on all three
scales or that the cause for lower performance is to be explained by the race/
ethnicity variable.

No differences in proficiencies are apparent between male and female
inmates. When compared with the household population, both male and
female prisoners demonstrate lower proficiencies than their counterparts on all
three scales. Similarly, inmates in all three age groups demonstrate about the
same proficiencies on the prose and quantitative scales, but inmates under
age 35 demonstrate higher document proficiency than those 35 and older.

When inmates within an age group are compared with their counterparts

in the household population, inmates demonstrate lower proficiencies.
Significantly more inmates than householders reported having at least one
disability, with a greater percentage of inmates than householders reporting a
learning disability or a mental or emoticnal condition. The proficiency scores of
inmates with a learning disability are significantly lower than those of the

householders reporting a similar disability.
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CHAPTER 3

Experiences Before Prison

Te personal histories of all adults have much to tell us about the influence of
environmental factors upon the chances of success and failure in later life. The
detailed information collected on prisoners in this and other surveys — such as
those conducted by the Bureau of Justice Statistics — can help illuminate the

paths connecting background experiences with literacy proficiency. Among the
most important factors to consider in examining such connections are
educational experiences, home environment, and occupation and income
before incarceration.

Educational Experiences

As noted in Chapter 2, a greater percentage of the prison population have
lower levels of education compared with the household population. This
explains, in part, the differences in literacy proficiency across the three scales.
As is true for previous ETS adult literacy assessments, educational attainment
is the strongest predictor of literacy proficiency: the more formal education one
has, the higher one tends to perform on all three scales. Another facet of
educational experiences that will be looked at in relation to literacy proficiency

is the reason given by prisoners for dropping out of school.

Educational Attainment

As indicated in table 3.1, about one-half of the prisoners have not achieved
their high school diplomas, with the largest percentage (35 percent) having
completed 9 to 12 years of formal schooling. About the same percentage of
inmates received a high school diploma (14 percent) o1 GED (17 percent).
One-fifth of the inmates have some postsecondary education.

In general, the higher the educational attainment the higher the average
proficiency on the three scales. Those with 9 to 12 years of education

outperform those with 0 to 8 years of schooling by about 35 points, on average.

e
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TABLE 3.1

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale of iInmates,
by Level of Education and Reason for Dropping Out of School

LITERACY SCALES
LEVEL GF EDUCATION AND
DROPOUT REASON Prose Document Quantitative
WGTN CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE)
n o (/1,000) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Total Population
Total 1,143 763 100 ( 0.0) 1090 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0)
246 ( 1.9) 241 ( 2.2) 236 ( 3.0)
Level of Educaticn
0 to 8 years 157 107 14 ( 0.1) 14 ( 0.1) 14 ( 0.1)
196 ( 5.0) 176 ( 6.1) 182 ( 8.4)
9 to 12 years 385 271 35 ( 1.1) 35 ( 1.1) 35 ( 1.1)
230 ( 3.0) 230 ( 2.8) 219 ( 3.5)
High school diploma 154 107 14 ( 1.1) 14 ( 1.1) 14 ( 1.1)
255 ( 5.0) 251 ( 5.6) 244 ( 6.7)
GED 183 130 17 ( 1.0) 17 ( 1.0) 17 ( 1.0)
270 ( 4.9) 263 ( 4.3) 263 ( 4.6)
Postsecondary 264 149 20 ( 0.7) 20 ( 0.7) 20 ( 0.7)
285 ( 3.7) 279 ( 3.0 276 ( 3.4)
Dropotit Reason
Financial 69 50 10 ( 1.2) 10 ( 1.2) 10 ( 1.2)
212 ( 8.2) 193 ( 9.2) 203 (10.3)
Work/Military 134 97 19 ( 2.0) 19 ( 2.0) 19 ( 2.0)
230 ( 5.2) 233 ( 6.3) 232 ( 7.8)
Lost interest, academic problems 236 164 33 ( 2.1) 33 ( 2.1) 33 ( 2.1)
239 { 3.9) 233 ( 4.3) 226 ( 5.0)
Family problems 98 68 14 ( 1.3) 14 ( 1.3) 14 ( 1.3)
231 ( 6.0 226 ( 8.2) 214 ( 6.7)
Convicted 99 70 14 ( 1.4) 14 ( 1.4) 14 ( 1.4)
249 ( 4.5) 237 ( 5.0 235 ( 6.9)
Other, including pregnancy 81 52 10 ( 1.3) 10 ( 1.3) 10 ( 1.3)
225 ( 6.7) 223 (1 7.2) 208 { 8.4)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add tip to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adull Literacy Survey, 1992.
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on the prose and quantitative scales and by almost 55 points, on average. on the
document scale. Prisoners who have completed a high school diploma and
GED attain higher average proficiency scores on all three scales compared
with those with 9 to 12 years of schooling. Inmates with a GED demonstrate
about the same proficiencies as inmates with a high school diploma. Prisoners
with at least some postsecondary education outperform those with a high
school diploma on all three scales but outperform inmates with a GED only on
the document scale.

Reason for Dropping Out of School

Those inmates who reported that they had left school before receiving a high
school diploma or who reported receiving a GED were asked for the main
reason they stopped their schooling when they did. The options that were
available were those used in the NAEP young adult literacy survey. (See
appendix D for a full description of the options.) As also shown in table 3.1, the
most prevalent reason given by prisoners (in about one-third of the cases) for
dropping out of school was loss of interest or academic difficulty. The average
proficiency scores of prisoners citing this reascr, as well as of those who
dropped out because they were convicted of a crime, are significantly higher on
the prose and document scales than the scores of the 10 percent who reported
dropping out for financial reasons. No significant differences in quantitative

literacy are found when comparing these same groups.

Home Environment

Several questions were asked about the inmate’s home background. Two
influences — level of parental education and language spoken in the home
while growing up —- are discussed below.

Level of Parental Education

Previous work investigating the intergenerational nature of literacy has
revealed the major role that parents’ educational attainment plays in their
children’s success in school. The results of other literacy assessments have
demonstratec that the educational attainment of parents acts as a significant

predictor of an individual’s literacy performance.' Accordingly, both inmates

1S Kirsch and A. Jungeblut (September 1992) Profiling the Literacy Proficiencies of JTPA and ES/UT
Populations: Final Report to the Department of Labor. Princeton, NJ- Edncational Testing Service. 1S
Kirsch and A. Jungeblut. (1986). Literacy. Profiles of America’s Young Adults. Prineeton. NJ: Educational
Testing Service.
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and householders were asked to indicate the highest le\fei of education that
each of their parents had completed, and the highest level of education
attained by either parent was used as the parental education level.

The prison population differs from the household in that a greater
percentage of prisoners than householders attained lower levels of education
than their parents — 39 compared with 21 percent (table 3.2). On the other
hand, a lower percentage of prisoners than householders attained higher levels
of education than their parents — 30 and 43 percent, respectively. As can be
seen in table 3.3, a greater percentage of prisoners than their parents have less
than a high school diploma — 49 and 36 percent, respectively. In contrast. a
lower percentage of householders than their parents have less than a high
school diploma — 24 and 32 percent, respectively.

Not only do prisoners attain lower levels of education than their parents

overall, but a greater percentage of prisoners’ parents attained lower levels of

TABLE 3.2

Percentages of inmates and Householders Reporting Lower, Equal,
and Higher Levels of Education Than Their Parents

COMPARISON
POPULATION ;
Lower than parents Same as parents Higher than parents
WGT N
n o (/1,000) RPCT ( SE) RPCT ( SE) RPCT ( SE)
| Inmates 885 581 l 39 ( 1.5) 31( 1.5) 30 ( 1.5)
LHouseholders 21,719 163,141 ‘ 21 ( 0.4) 35( 0.49) 43 ( 0.4)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to be
within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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TABLE 3.3

Percentages of inmates and Householders Reporting
Personal Education Level and Parental Education Level

POPULATION
EDUCATION LEVEL
Inmates Inmates’ parents Householders Householders
parents
CPCT ( SE) CPCT{ SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT ( SE)
0 to 12 years 49 ( 1.1) 36 ( 1.5) 24 ( 0.2) 32 ( 0.5)
H.S. dipioma or GED 31( 1.0 39 ( 1.6) 32 ( 0.1) 32 ( 0.4)
Postsecondary 20 ( 0.7) 25 ( 1.4) 44 ( 0.2) 36 ( 0.4)

CPCT = column percentage estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to be within 2 standard
errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992,

education than householders’ parents. Thirty-six percent of prisoners’
parents have less than a high school diploma, compared with 32 percent of
householders’ parents. On the other hand, 25 percent of prisoners’ parents
have any college education, compared with 36 percent of householders’ parents.
The association of higher literacy proficiency with increased level of
parental education is evident from table 3.4. The connection between higher
proficiency scores and higher levels of parental education is not quite as strong,
however, for the prison population as it is for the household population. For
both the prison and household populations, those whose parents had 9 to
12 years of education attain higher scores on all three scales than those whose
parents had 0 to 8 years of education. While for the household population, the
scores of those whose parents had a high school diploma or GED are
significantly higher than the scores of those whose parents had 9 to 12 years
on all three scales, this is true for the prison population ouly ori the document
scale. For the prison population, the proficiencies of those whose parents had
at least some postsecondary education are higher on the prose and document
scales than the proficiencies of those whose parents had a high school diplema
or GED; for the household population, the proficiencies are higher for the
postsecondary level on all three scales.
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TABLE 3.4

Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Prison and Household Populations, by Level of Parental Education

LITERACY SCA:L.ES
PARENTAL
EDUCATION LEVEL Prose Document Quantitative
BY POPULATIONS d
WGT N
n (/1,000 PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF { SE)
|
0to 8 Years |
Prison 179 120 222 ( 5.4) 211 ( 5.9) 211 ( 6.9)
Household 4,727 38,429 233 ( 1.5) 225 ( 1.6) 233 ( 1.7)
9 to 12 Years
Prison 131 90 250 ( 4.7) 242 ( 4.8) i 237 ( 7.1)
Household 2,253 16,417 264 ( 1.7) 258 ( 1.7) 264 ( 2.0)
High School/GED
Prison 342 226 259 ( 2.2) 256 { 2.8) 249 ( 3.4)
Household 7,491 55,289 283 ( 0.8) 279 ( 0.8) 284 ( 0.9)
Postsecondary
Prison 236 147 271 ( 3.7) 270 ( 3.6) 261 ( 4.5)
Household 8,226 61,469 307 ( 0.8) 303 ( 0.8) 305 ( 1.1)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population vaiue can be said to
be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.

By level of parental education, the household population demonstrates
higher proficiency than does the prison population. For example, as shown in
table 3.4, the proficiencies of householders whose parents have a high school
diploma or GED are 23 to 35 points higher on the three scales than the
proficiencies of prisoners whose parents have the same level of education —
24 points higher on the prose scale, 23 points higher on the document, and
35 on the quantitative. Such difference ; may be attributable, in part, to the
tendency of the inmate population to have fower levels of education than both
their parents and householders. In some cases when the level of education for
inmates, houscholders, and parents is the sume, such differences disappear.
Table 3.5 shows the average proficiencies across the three scales for prisoners
and householders who have the same level of education as each other and as

their parents. Thus, for prisoners and householders whose parents had 0 to
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TABLE 3.5

Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale of Inmates and Householders
Reporting Same Level of Education as Their Parents

LITERACY SCALES
EDUCATION LEVEL ‘
BY POPULATIONS Prose Document Quantitative
WGT N .
n (/1,000) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF{ SE}

0 to 12 Years

Inmates 158 111 210 ( 4.8) 199 ( 5.8) 198 ( 7.1)

Householders 2,435 21,056 200 ( 1.9) 194 ( 2.2) 197 ( 2.4)
H.S. Diploma/GED

Inmates 120 83 267 ( 3.4) 262 ( 4.7) 257 ( 5.5)

Householders 2,693 21,440 275 ( 1.5) 271 ( 1.5) 277 ( 1.9)
Postsecondary

Inmates 98 54 299 ( 6.9) 292 ( 6.1) 285 ( 7.5)

Householders 5972 39,97 322 ( 1.0) 317 ( 0.9) 320 ( 1.3)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to
be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. National Adult Literacy Survey, 1982.

12 years of edncation and who theinselves have 0 to 12 years, the proficiencies
of prisoners and householders are about the same on all three scales. The same
is true for prisoners and householders with a high school diploma or GED for
the document scale.

Language Background

Inmates were asked several questions about their language background.
Among them, they were to indicate the langnage or languages that were usually
spoken in their home when they were growing up. As shown in table 3.6,

80 percent of the inmates grew up in homes where English only was spoken,
while about 9 percent grew up in homes where English and another language
were spoken and 11 percent in homes where only a language other than
Fnglish was spoken. The relationship of langnage in the homes of prisoners

to literacy proficiency is clear. Those who lived in English-only or English-

bilingual houscholds attain similar proficiency scores but outperform by 65 to

-
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TABLE 3.6

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Inmates, by Language Spoken in the Home

LITERACY SCALES
LANGUAGE -
Prose Document Quantitative \l
WGT N CPCT ( SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT ( SE)
n  {/1,000) PROF { SE) PROF{ SE) PROF { SE)
English Q07 616 80 ( 0.9) 80( 0.9) 80 ( 0.9)
253 ( 2.2) 248 ( 2.5) 242 ( 3.2)
English and other 112 68 9( 0.9 9(09) 9(0.9)
259 ( 4.4) 256 ( 5.5) 245 ( 5.6)
Other 127 81 11(0.7) 11(0.7) 11( 0.7)
180 ( 6.6) 165 ( 6.7) 178 ( 8.5)
|

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992,

90 points those who grew up in homes where English was not spoken. For
example, on the prose scale those who grew up in homes where English only or
English and another language were spoken average about 255, whereas those
from non-English speaking homes average 180. These inmates’ average
proficiencies on all three scales indicate that they demonstrate skills associated
with only the most rudimentary tasks.

Occupation and Income

The employment histories of prisoners may refute the popular conception that
a life of crime is an occupation in itself. Two-thirds of prisoners reported in the
Bureau of Justice Statistics survey that they were working in the month prior
to being arrested for their current offense.? For the National Adult Literacy
Survey, inmates who had been admitted to prison after December 1988 were
asked if they had been working and, if so, what their occupation was. As shown

in table 3.7, the vast majority (85 percent) of prisoners who were working prior

EA. Beck, et al. (Mareh 1993) Survey of State Prison Inmnates. 1991 Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
Justice, p. 3.
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TABLE 3.7

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale of Inmates,
by Occupation Category and income Before Incarceration

LITERACY SCALES
OCCUPATION AND INCOME e —_—
Prose Document Quantitative
WGT N CPCT( SE) CPCT ( SE) CPCT ( SE)
n (/1,000 PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Total Popuiation
Total 661 435 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0)
248 ( 2.5) 246 ( 3.2) 240 ( 4.0)
Occupation Category
Professional 34 20 4 ( 0.7) 4(0.7) 4(0.7)
wex (arny sex ((xeer) wrw (xeeny
Sales or _ 1
administrative support 74 44 10 ( 1.4) 10 ( 1.4) 10 ( 1.4)
263 ( 9.0)! 260 (11.7)! 258 (12.3)!
Craft or service 288 191 44 ( 2.3) 44 ( 2.3) 44 ( 2.3)
251 ( 4.2) 249 ( 4.3) 244 ( 5.6)
Assemblers, laborers, farm,
or transportation 264 180 41 ( 2.1) 41 ( 2.1) 41 ( 2.1)
239 ( 3.9) 237 ( 4.5) 226 ( 5.9)
Monthly income
$0 to $499 143 94 22 ( 2.0) 22 ( 2.0) 22 ( 2.0)
241 ( 5.0) 242 ( 5.2) 227 ( 6.3)
$500 to $999 202 134 31 ( 2.2) 31 ( 2.2) 31(22)
241 ( 5.5) 238 ( £.0) 232 ( 6.8)
$1,000 to $1,499 159 166 25( 1.9 25( 1.9) 25( 1.9 1
254 ( 4.7) 251 ( 6.0) 249 ( 7.1)
$1,500 or more 147 95 22 ( 1.8) 22 ( 1.8) 22 ( 1.8)
262 ( 5.3) l 258 ( 5.9) 255 ( 5.8)

n = sample size; WG1 N = population size estimate / 1,000 (t  ample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PRy. = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can ve said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

*** Sample size is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate (fewer than 45 respondents).
! Interpret with caution -- the nature of the sample does not allow accurate determination of the variability of this statistic.
Source: U.S. Depanment of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Aduit Literacy Survey, 1992.
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to incarceration held jobs in craft, service, assembly, labor, or transportation
categories. Prisoners who held jobs in sales or administrative support
demonstrate higher proficiency than those who held jobs in assembly, labor,
farm, or transportation occupati()ns only on the prose scale. Inmates in each
category perform, on average, in Level 2 on the literacy scales.

Prisoners who had been admitted after December 1988 were also asked
what their average monthly earnings were for the job they held. About hal{ of
the prisoners reported earning less than $1,000 per month or $12,000 a year
(table 3.7). The proficiency scores of those who reported earning $1,500 per
month or more are significantly higher on both the prose and quantitative
scales than the scores of those who reported less than $1,000. The differences

in document proficiency are not significant between any of the income groups.

Summary

The National Adult Literacy Survey results reveal that certain background
factors are related to literacy proficiency. Generally the higher the level of
education, the higher the proficiency scores on the three scales. The most
prevalent reason for dropping out of school was loss of interest or academic
difficulty. Inmates who left school for this reason demonstrate higher
proficiencies than inmates who dropped out of school for financial reasons.

Level of parental education has a similar relationship to proficiency as
does the inmates’ own level of education: generally, the higher the level of
parental education, the higher the inmates’ proficiencies. The effects of low
levels of parental education can be compensated for, however, if individuals
attain higher levels of education than their parents. Prisoners, however, are
relatively disadvantaged in that they attain lower levels of education than their
parents and their parents have attained less formal education than is typical of
parents in the household population.

When inmates come from homes where only a non-English language was
spoken, their literacy proficiencies are significantly lower than those who come
frora homes where Englisic was spoken.

The relationship of two other factors -— occupation and income — to
literacy was also explored. Few inmates held professional jobs before incarceration.
The only significant difference in proficiency occurs on the prose scale where
those in sales and adininistrative support are compared with those in the
assembly, labor, farm, or transportation occupations. The proficiencies of
inmates are not significantly different when compared by other occupational
categories. Inmates who carned $1.500 or more per month demonstrated

higher prose and quantitative proficiencies than those wha camed less than
$1,000 per month.
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Rpular conceptions of life behind prison walls may be highly influenced by
the extent to which prisons are seen as places of punishment or rehabilitation.
In either case, until recent studies, little has heen known about how prisoners
spend their time on a daily basis. Through information gathered from the
National Adult Literacy Survey, the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) survey of
state prisoners, and the General Accounting Office (GAO) report on federal
prisoners, a much clearer picture emerges of the diverse activities in which
prisoners participate. Many of these activities in education and vocational
training may have implications for reducing recidivism and preparing prisoners
to rejoin the general population. Other activities — including participation in
social organizations and work duties — provide possibilities for self-
improvement. Such opportunities also provide specific contexts for the
development and reinforcement of the types of literacy skills profiled in this
survey. This chapter explores the relationship between literacy proficiency and
prison experiences as well as type of offense and length of sentence.

The BJS 1991 survey of 13,986 prisoners (representing 711,000 prisoners
in state correctional facilities) revealed that “nearly all inmates had participated
in work, education, or other programs since their admission to prison”.! Around
80 percent reported that they were currently participating in a program or
activity. About half reported having received academic education and one-third,
vocational training, since entering prison. The GAG survey of 2,925 federal
prisoners (representative of around 65,000 federal prisoners in 1992) asked
prisoners to rate factors accounting for their participation in education and
vocational programs. Over 70 percent rated opportunity for self-improvement
as the number one reason for their participation in educational programs.?

The second most highly rated reason (at around 60 percent) was to obtain

U A Beek, et al. (March 1993). Survey of State Prison Inmates. 1991. Washington. DC: US Department of
Justice, p 27.

* 11 A, Valentine. (Junuary 1993) Federal Prsons: Inmate and Staff Views on Fducation and Work Training
Programs. Report to the Chairman, Sclect Committee on Narcotics Abuse and Control, House of
Representatives, p. 9.
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marketable skills. Two other reasons also highly rated by 40 to 50 percent of
respondents were that participation in educational or vocational classes was a
way to reduce chances of returning to prison and that such courses were a
challenge. The reason for taking educational or vocational programs nated the
least significant was bored/filled time (about 15 percent).

Literacy Proficiency by Type of Offense

Prisoners were asked to indicate for what offenses they were currently in
prison. If they indicated more than one, they were asked for which offense they
received the longest sentence, and that offense became the reported offense.
As shown in table 4.1, the greatest percentage of inmates, 44 percent, reported
that they were serving time for violent crimes, which include homicide, rape,

TABLE 4.1

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Inmates, by Current Offense

LITERACY SCALES
CURRENT

OFFENSE Prose Document Quantitative
WGTN CPCT{ SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT ( SE)
n (/1,000 PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)

Total Population
Total 1,106 738 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0)
246 ( 1.9) 240 ( 2.1) 236 ( 2.9)

Current Offense
Violent 480 322 44 ( 1.9) 44 ( 1.9) 44 ( 1.9)
246 ( 3.1) 240 ( 3.4) 235 ( 4.7)
Property 202 133 18 ( 1.2) 18 ( 1.2) 18 ( 1.2)
259 ( 4.1) 256 ( 3.7) 246 ( 4.5)
Drugs 287 189 26 ( 1.5) 26 ( 1.5) 26 ( 1.5)
237 ( 4.9) 230 ( 5.9) 233 ( 6.6)
Public order 137 93 13 ( 1.1) 13 ( 1.1) 13 ( 1.1)
246 ( 4.3) 240 ( 5.4) 235 ( 6.0

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate, PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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sexual assault, robbery, kidnapping, and assault. Those convicted of drug
offenses make up the second largest group at 26 percent of the prison
population, followed by property offenses (18 percent), which include such
crimes as burglary, larceny, auto theft, fraud, embezzlement, arson, and stolen
property. Those convicted of public order offenses, which include weapons
offense, rioting, contempt of court, morals/decency offense, probation and
parole violations, and minor traffic violations compose the smallest group,
13 percent. Drug offenders demonstrate lower prose and document
proficiencies than property offenders, but about the same quantitative
proficiency. Violent offenders also demonstrate lower proficiencies than
property offenders on the document scale. The proficiencies of other types
of offenders are not statistically different from onc another.

Literacy and Length of Prison Sentence

As shown in table 4.2, over one-half of the prisoners were sentenced to prison
for five years (60 months) or less, while § percent do not expect to be released.
There are no significant differences in average proficiency scores of inmates
when they are compared with respect to length of sentence, with the exception
that the scores of those with a sentence of five years or less are higher on the
prose scale than the scores of those with a sentence of more than 10 years, as
well as higher on the document scale than the scores of those who do not
expect to be released.

Participation in Educational and Vocational Programs

Prisoners were asked about their participation in educational and vocational
training programs while in prison. As shown in table 4.3, almost two-thirds of
the prisoners have engaged in either educational and/or vocational training
programs since incarceration for their current offense. Nevertheless, fewer
prisoners (13 percent) participate only in vocational classes than in either
education (30 percent) or both types of classes (20 percent). On the prose
scale, the average proficiency of those involved only in vocational training is
significantly higher than the proficiency of those who participate in both
vocational and education programs (265 and 239, respectively). The vocational-
only group also performs significantly higher (265) on the prose scale than
those who participate in no classes at all (246) and those involved only in
education classes (242). For the document scale, prisoners only in vocational
classes attain higher proficiency than prisoners in both. The quantitative

proficiency of inmates in vocational-only training is higher than the
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TABLE 4.2

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Inmates, by Length of Sentence

LITERACY SCALES
LENGTH OF SENTENCE
Prose Document Quantitative
WGTN CPCT( SE) CPCT{ SE) CPCT ( SE)
n (/1,000) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Total Population
Total 1,146 765 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0)
246 ( 1.9) 240 ( 2.2) 236 ( 3.1)
Sentence in Months
0 to 60 675 442 58 ( 1.9) 58 ( 1.9) 58 ( 1.9)
251 ( 2.2) 247 ( 2.1) 240 ( 2.8)
61 to 120 191 128 17 ( 1.3) 17 ( 1.3) 17 ( 1.3)
247 ( 4.9) 240 ( 5.4) 240 ( 7.2)
121 or more 115 81 11 ( 1.0) 11 ( 1.0) 11 ( 1.0)
232 ( 5.7) 231 ( 6.0) 225( 7.3)
Do not expect to be released 97 66 9( 0.9 9( 09 9( 0.9
236 ( 6.4) 224 ( 7.4) 221 ( 8.0)
Don't know 68 48 6( 0.9) 6( 0.9 6( 0.9)
233 ( 9.1) 218 (12.9) 224 (14.8)
L

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; \SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Aduit Literacy Survey, 1992.

proficiencies of those in both kinds of programs and education only, but not

higher than the proficiency of these not enrolled in any program. Although

those who participate in vocational programs generally demonstrate higher

proficiencies, they still are performing, on average, only in Level 2.

Prison Work Experiences

Prisoners were also asked whether they were currently involved in work
assignments cither inside or outside the prison facility. As shown in table 4.4,
69 percent of the inmates reported being assigned to work duties. The

proficiency scores of those who work in prison are significantly higher on all

[
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TABLE 4.3

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Inmates, by Participation in Education and/or Vocational Programs

LITERACY SCALES
PROGRAM
Prose Document Quantitative ——’
WGT N CPCT ( SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT ( SE)
n (/1,000) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Total Population
Total 1,144 763 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0)
246 ( 1.9) 240 ( 2.2) 236 ( 3.0)
Program
No participation in either 425 281 37 ( 1.7) 37( 1.7) 37 ( 1.7)
246 ( 3.1) 240 ( 3.8) 239 ( 4.1)
Education classes only 340 227 30 ( 1.6) 30( 1.6) 30 1.6)
242 ( 4.6) 237 ( 5.2) 230 ( 6.7)
Vocational classes only 150 102 13 ( 1.2) 13 ( 1.2) 13 ( 1.2)
265 ( 4.3) 254 ( 4.3) 253 ( 5.4)
Both kinds of classes 229 152 20 ( 1.4) 20 ( 1.4) 20 ( 1.4)
239 ( 4.0) 235( 4.2) 226 ( 4.5)

n = sarnple size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.

three literacy scales than the scores of those who do not work. Those who work
score 11, 12, and 18 points higher, on average, on the prose, document, and
quantitative scales, respectively.

Inmates were asked to indicate not only whether they were working in
prison, but also the types of work in which they were engaged. Several areas of
work were listed, and respondents were asked to indicate all those in which
they were involved. These work assignments included goods production,
janitorial, grounds keeping, food preparation, other services (library, store,
office help, recreation), maintenance, and other unspecified jobs. In addition to
the other unspecified work, janitorial work was the most {requently reported
work assignment (except the difference between janitorial and food
preparation did not reach statistical significance). Five percent said that they

were enrolled in school as a work assignment. There appears to be no

b
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TABLE 4.4

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scaie
of Inmates, by Work Experience in Prison

LITERACY SCALES
WORK EXPERIENCE
Prose Document Quantitative
WGT N CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE)
n (/1,000 PROF { SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Total Population
Total 1,146 765 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0)
246 ( 1.9) 240 ( 2.2) 236 ( 3.0
Do You Work?
Yes 795 526 69 ( 2.5) 69 ( 2.5) 69 ( 2.5)
249 ( 2.2) 244 ( 2.3) 241 ( 2.9)
No 351 239 31 { 2.5) 31 ( 2.5) 31 ( 2.5)
238 ( 4.0 232 ( 4.7) 223 ( 5.0
Work Assignments
Do not work 351 239 31 ( 2.5) 31 ( 2.5) 31 ( 2.5)
238 ( 4.0 232 ( 4.7) 223 ( 5.0
Goods production 50 35 5(0.7) 5(0.7) 5(0.7)
228 ( 9.3) 220 ( 9.4) 214 (11.09
Janitorial 155 106 14 ( 1.1) 14 ( 1.1) 14 ( 1.7)
236 ( 5.4) 230 ( 4.7) 222 ( 5.1)
Grounds 88 61 8(1.1) 8( 1.1) 8(1.1)
236 ( 7.5) 238 ( 9.9) 240 ( 8.4)
Food preparation 125 85 11 (1.2 11 ( 1.2) 11 ( 1.2)
254 ( 4.9) 244 ( 6.0) 248 ( 6.9)
Other services 77 48 6 (0.7) 6( 0.7) 6 (0.7
257 ( 5.1) 252 ( 6.4) 253 ( 7.6)
Maintenance 104 69 9( 1.0 9(1.0) 9( 1.0)
255 ( 6.2) 258 ( 5.5) 251 ( 5.3)
Enrolled in school 59 38 5(0.9) 5(0.9) 5(0.9)
240 ( 7.1) 238 (10.0) 228 (7.7)
Other 207 133 17 ( 1.7) 17 ( 1.7) 17 ( 1.7)
264 ( 4.8) 256 ( 5.5) 256 ( 5.3)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standara error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Aduit Literacy Survey, 1992.
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significant link between literacy proficiency and the kinds of work assignments
prisoners are involved in. The exception is that the proficiency of inmates
involved in janitorial work is lower on the quantitative scale than those: of
inmates in other services, maintenance, and other unspecified jobs as well as
lower on the document scale than those of inmates in maintenance and other
jobs and on the prose scale of inmates in other jobs. On the other hand, when
the proficiencies of those involved in particular work assignments are
compared with the proficiencies of those who do not work, some differences
are apparent. On the quantitative scale, the proficiencies of prisoaers involved
in maintenance, other services, and other unspecified jobs are higher than
the proficiencies of those not working. In addition, on the document scale,
prisoners involved in maintenance and other jobs demonstrate higher
proficiency than those not working. The same holds true on the prose scale
for inmates working in other unspecified jobs.

Seveanty-seven percent of those prisoners with postsecondary education
were working in prison as compared with 64 percent of those who had not
completed a GED or high school diploma (table 4.5). Although it appears that

TABLE 4.5

Percentages of Inmates Reporting Level of Education,
by Whether Working in Prison

WORKING IN PRISON
EDUCATION LEVEL
Working Not working
WGT N _

n (/1,000 RPCT ( SE) RPCT ( SE)
Total 1,142 762 69 ( 2.5) 31( 2.5)
0 to 12 years 541 377 64 ( 3.0) 36 ( 3.0)
H.S. diploma/GED 337 237 72 ( 3.3) 28 ( 3.3)
Postsecondary 264 149 77 ( 3.1) 23 ( 3.1)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not ac. * up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to be
within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. National Adult Literacy Survey. 1992.
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a greater percentage of those with a high scho~1 diploma or GED have work
assignments than do those with no diploma, the difference between the two
does not reach statistical significance. Having a high school diploma or GED
did not increase the likelihood of working in prison.

Joining Groups While in Prison

In addition to working or taking education and vocational classes, prisoners in
most cases have the opportunity te join groups while in prison. As shown in
table 4.6, 53 percent of prisoners reported joining groups of various types. The
three most frequently joined groups are addiction (29 percent), religious

(26 percent), and life skills (20 percent) groups.

The proficiency scores of prisoners who joined groups are significantly
higher than those of nonjoiners on all three scales. In addition, prisoners who
are involved in three or more groups (17 percent) demonstrate significantly
higher average proficiencies than those who joined only one or two groups,
except on the quantitative scale where the most involved prisoners perform
about the same as those involved in two groups. When the proficiency scores of
those in the various groups are compared with the scores of those who did not
join groups, only the proficiencies of those in religious groups are not
significantly higher on all three scales. When proficiencies among the various
groups are compared, generally prisoners demonstrate about the same

proficiencies on the three scales, regardless of the type of group joined.

Summary

Although there are differences in demonstrated proficiencies among inmates
who are involved in certain prison activities and those who are not, when
proficiencies aze compared by the specific kinds of activities, there are few
significant diffevences in demonstrated proficiency. This would suggest that
literacy proficiency does not have a strong relationship with participation in a
specific program or group. The exception to this seems to be involvement in
education and/or vocational programs.

The following are summary highlights of the relationship between literacy
proficiency and life in prison.

® When proficiencies of inmates are compared by type of offense. there are no
significant differences except that inmates sentenced for property offenses
demonstrate higher proficiencies than those sentences for drug offenses on
the prose and document scales and than those sentenced for violent offenses

on the document scale.
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TABLE 4.6

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
‘of Inmates Reporting Groups Joined in Prison

LITERACY SCALES
GROUPS JOINED
Prose Document Guantitative
WGT N CPCT{ SE) CPCT{ SE) CPCT( SE)
n  (/1,000) PROF ( SE) P OF{ SE) PROF { SE)
Have You Joined Any Group?
Yes 619 406 53 ( 2.1) 53 ( 2.1) 53 ( 2.1)
252 ( 2.9) 247 ( 3.1) 243 ( 3.8)
No 526 358 47 ( 2.1) 47 ( 2.1) 47 ( 2.1)
240 ( 2.7) 233 ( 3.1) 228 ( 4.0)
Types of Groups Joined
None 526 358 47 ( 2.1) 47 ( 2.1) 47 ( 21)
240 ( 2.7) 233 ( 3.1) 228 ( 4.0)
Addiction 343 223 29 ( 2.2) 29 ( 2.2) 29 ( 2.2)
255 ( 4.1) 252 ( 4.0) 247 ( 5.1)
Religious 310 201 26 ( 1.6) 26 ( 1.6) 26 ( 1.6)
250 ( 4.6) 241 ( 4.8) 237 ( 5.0)
Life skills 235 151 20 ( 1.8) 201 1.8) 20 ( 1.8)
262 ( 4.2) 258 | 4.6) 251 ( 5.1)
Racial/Ethnic 52 34 4 ( 0.8) 4(0.8) 4 ( 0.8)
271 ( 6.8) 256 ( 7.6) 262 ( 7.9)
Prisoner assistance 74 47 6( 1.0) 6( 1.0} 6 ( 1.0)
268 ( 6.9) 263 ( 5.0) 260 ( 5.6)
Outside community activities 25 15 2( 0.5) 2 ( 0.5) 2( 0.5)
sea ((re) sea (2aen) se ((aae)
Prerelease 37 25 3( 0.6) 3( 0.6) 3(0.6)
sea ((wees) sea (1aey e ((aeme)
Other 52 36 5( 0.8) 5( 0.8) 5( 0.8)
269 ( 6.8) 265 ( 6.9) 266 ( 7.7)
Number of Groups Joined
0 526 358 47 ( 2.1) 47 ( 2.1) 47 ( 2.1)
240 ( 2.7) 233 ( 3.1) 228 ( 4.0)
One 239 159 21 ( 1.6) 21 ( 1.6) 21 ( 1.6)
244 ( 4.0) 238 ( 4.3) 235 ( 4.8)
Two 178 119 16 ( 1.1) 16 ( 1.1) 16 { 1.1)
246 ( 5.0) 242 ( 5.6) 239 ( 6.7)
Three or more 202 128 17 ( 1.7) 17 ( 1.7) 17 ( 1.7)
267 ( 4.3) 263 ( 4.4) 255 ( 5.0)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Sample sizs Is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate (fewer than 45 respondents).
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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Those sentenced for five years or less demonstrate higher proficiency on the
prose scale than those sentenced for more than 10 years as well as on the

document scale than those who do not expect to be released.

The proficiency scores of those only in vocational training programs are
higher than those of inmates who do not participate in any training program
and of those who participate in education only or in both types of programs.
Inmates in vocational-only programs, however, still perform, on average,
only in Level 2.

¢ Almost 70 percent of the inmates reported working and these inmates
demonstrate higher proficiencies than those not working,

© QOver one-half the inmates reported being involved in at least one group in
prison, and they demonstrate higher proficiencies than those who are not
involved in groups.

The scores of those who joined three or more groups generally are higher
than the scores of those who joined fewer groups.

81
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Recidivism and Literacy

When surveyed, prisoners were asked if they had ever been placed on
probation or served time in a jail, prison, juvenile, or other correctional facility
for another offense before their current term of confinement. Based upon
their responses, prisoners with a former sentence to either probation or .
incarceration were classified as recidivists — or repeat offenders. |

It is often asserted that prisoners with higher literacy levels are less likely
than priscners with lower skill levels to be repeat offenders. Prisoners who can
read comprehexsively, fill out forms, and analyze numbers are more likely to
develop high self-esteem, find employment, and be able to avoid criminal
behavior when released than those without those skills. Recent studies, such as
ones conducted by the state of Alabama, have generally concluded that inmates
who participate in educational and vocational programs while in prison are less
likely to return than those prisoners who do not attend school or training.'
These studies have tracked a cohort of prisoners with and without additional
education or training to see if they incur additional sentences after their
release. Since the National Adult Literacy Survey provides information on
prisoners at only one point in time, this type of before and after study of a test
and control group could not be done. An experimental design of this sort is
generally the preferred method of determining the effect of education or
vocational training on recidivism. This survey, therefore, cannot determine the
effect of education and training programs on prisoners after they are released
from a prison as an experimental design would.

Nor can this study definitively examine the effect of education on criminal
history or vice versa. In 1991, almost one-half of state prison inmates reported

they had received academic educaticn and about one-third reported receiving

M O'Neil. (1990) “Correctional Higher Education. Reduced Recidivism?” Joural of Correctional
Education, 41, 28-31 State of Alubania Department of Post-Sccondary Education (1892). A Study of
Alabama Prison Recidivism Rates of Inmates Having Completed Vocational and Acadeinie Programs While
Incarcerated Between the Years of 1987 through 19917
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vocational training since entering prison for their current offense.? For many
inmates with criminal records, a portion of their education was often obtained
during incarceration. This fact complicates analysis of the interaction of literacy
and recidivism. In this study the prose, document, and quantitative literacy
skills of the prison population, as well as their level of education, were assessed
at the time of interview, even though these factors may have improved during
current and previous incarcerations, while respondents’ criminal histories were
summed up over a period of time. Literacy skills at the time of interview were
evaluated for prisoners who reported previously being on probation or in a
correctional facility as well as for those in prison for their first conviction. To
determine the effect of literacy on recidivism, increases in literacy skills should
be measured along with a historical record of interactions with the criminal
justice system. This study, however, does not track literacy skills over a period
of time concurrently with the building of a criminal history to determine effects
of increased literacy skills on recidivism.

In this chapter, then, the current literacy proficiencies of prisoners and
prior records as reported to interviewers are examined together. In addition,
recidivism and literacy by educational attainment, race/ethnicity, and presence
of disabilities are discussed.

Frior Sentences of Prison Inmaies

L
o cEEmEEE . s e sx v )

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

A majority of prison inmates reported having previous sentences to probati(m
or confinement in a jail, prison, juvenile, or other correctional facility (table
5.1). An estimated 77 percent had been either on probation or in a correctional
facility in the past. About 6 in 10 prison inmates had served probation. Almost
two-thirds had been sentenced to spend time in a correctional facility.
Prisoners who Liad been on probation or in a jail, prison, or juvenile facility
demonstrate about the same literacy skills as those who had no previous
criminal justice status (table 5.1). On all three scales, the : erage proficiency
scores of prisoners who had at some time in their lives served on probation or
in a correctional facility are about the same as those who lLad never been on
probation or incarcerated. Moreover, the proficiency scores of inmates who
started their criminal careers as juveniles are no different from the scores of
those who began their interactions with the criminal justice system as adults.
Although the proficiency scores on the prose scale range from 242 for those
with no prior sentence to 250 for those who served sentences as both juveniles

and adults, with juvenile-only and adult-only scores in between, the differences

*A. Beck, et al. (Maren 1993). Survey of State Prison Inmates, 1991, Washington, DC: US Department of
Justice.
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TABLE 5.1

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Inmates, by Recidivism

LITERACY SCALES
RECIDIVISM
Prose Document Guantitative -J
WGT N CPCT ( SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT ( SE)
n o {1,000 PROF { SE) PROF{ SE) PROF ( SE)
Total Population
Total 1,143 763 100 ( 0.0 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0)
246 ( 1.9) 240 ( 2.2) 236 ( 3.0
Probation
No probation 448 292 39 ( 2.0) 39 ( 2.0) 39 ( 2.0)
242 ( 3.0) 236 ( 3.5) 239 ( 4.0)
Juvenile only 153 105 14 ( 1.1) 14 ( 1.1) 14 ( 1.1)
245 ( 4.7) 244 ( 5.0) 235 ( 6.6)
Adult only 307 203 27 ( 1.7) 27 (1.7) 27 ( 1.7)
247 ( 3.5) 240 ( 3.6) 231 ( 4.6)
Both juvenile and adult 220 151 20 ( 1.5) 20 ( 1.5) 20 ( 1.5)
254 ( 4.8) 247 ( 4.5) 239 ( 5.3)
incarceration
No incarceration 426 272 36 ( 1.7) 36 ( 1.7) 36 ( 1.7)
244 ( 3.5) 239 ( 4.0) 237 ( 4.4)
Juvenile only 57 38 5(0.5) 5( 0.5) 5( 0.5)
244 ( 8.8) 228 ( 9.7) 226 (10.3)
Adult only 405 275 37 ( 1.4) 37( 1.4) 37 ( 1.4
245 ( 3.4) 241 ( 3.4) 236 ( 4.4)
Both juvenile and adult 236 164 20 ( 1.4) 22 ( 1.4) 22 ( 1.4)
252 ( 4.1) 244 ( 4.7) 237 ( 4.7)
Probation and/or Incarceration
None for both 267 168 22 ( 1.5) 22 ( 1.5) 22 ( 1.5)
242 ( 4.6) 236 ( 5.0) 238 ( 5.3)
Juvenile only 83 55 7 ( 0.8) 7(0.8) 7 (0.8
247 ( 6.7) 237 ( 7.2) 236 ( 7.6)
Adult only 405 272 36 ( 1.6) 36 ( 1.6) 36 ( 1.6)
245 ( 3.1) 241 ( 3.2) 235 ( 4.2)
Both juvenile and aduit 371 257 34 (1.5 34 ( 1.5) 34 ( 1.5)
L 250 ( 3.4) 244 ( 3.6) 236 ( 4.5)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Educaticn, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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in scores are not statistically significant. There is a similar lack of relationship
among the scores on the other scales.

The proficiency scores of previously incarcerated inmates are about the
same as the scores of those who had never served a sentence in a correctional
facility. The greatest mean differences on each scale — 8 points on the prose
scale, 11 on the document scale, and 11 on the quantitative scale — do not
reach statistical significance given the relatively small sample size.

Inmates who had prior probation sentences demonstrate about the same
literacy proficiency as inmates serving time for their first offense. Here, too,
the scores on each of the three scales are not statistically different.

In conclusion, recidivists on average demonstrate about the same literacy
levels as inmates with no prior sentences. The proficiency scores of those who
started their criminal careers as juveniles, either on probation or in a facility,
are about the same as the scores of those who had never been on probation or
in a correctional facility and of those repeat offenders who started their
criminal careers as adults.

Number of Prior Sentences o
Probation and/or Incarceration and Literacy

Many prison inmates had extensive interactions with the criminal justice
system. Almost half had been on some combination of probation and
incarceration three or more times (table 5.2). Almost 3 in 10 had been
sentenced to a correctional facility three or more times. About 14 percent
had heen on probation three or more times.

Prisoners with no prior criminal justice status had about the sanie literacy
proficiencies as those with extensive criminal records, that is, those who Lad
been on probation and/or incarcerated three or more times. First timers
averaged 242 on the prose scale; those with three or more convictions averaged
250 — scores which are not statistically different. In addition, the proficiency
scores of prisoners previously on probation and/or incarcerated one or two
times are no* statistically different from those of prisoners who had never been
in a correctional facility before (table 5.2). The scores average in the lower half
of Level 2. The same pattern is apparent for the document and quantitative scales.

For the prose and document scales, the average proficiency scores for
prisoners who had previously been on probation at least three times are higher
than for those who had never been on probation — 17 points higher. It was not
because prisoners with extensive probation records had attended more school.
Inmates on probation three or more times had attended school for about the
same amount of time as those who had never been on probation. Prisoners with
no probation record attended school an average of 11.1 years; those with three
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TABLE 5.2

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Inmates, by Number of Times Recidivated

LITERACY SCALES
NUMBER OF TIMES RECIDIVATED
Prose Document Quantitative
Juvenile and/or adult . . .
WGT N CPCT ( SE) CPCT ( SE) CPCT( SE)
n {/1,000) PROF { SE) PROF( SE) PROF( SE)
Total Popuiation
Total 1,143 763 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0) 100 ( 0.0)
246 ( 1.9) 240 ( 2.2) 236 ( 3.0)
Probhation
None 448 292 39 ( 2.0) 38 ( 20) 39 ( 2.0)
242 ( 3.0) 236 ( 3.5) 239 ( 4.0
1 time 327 223 30 ( 1.6) 30 ( 1.6) 30 ( 1.6)
243 ( 3.5) 239 ( 3.9) 230 ( 5.4)
2 times 192 129 17 ( 1.2) 17 ( 1.2) 17 ( 1.2)
250 ( 4.1) 242 ( 4.8) 235 ( 5.5)
3 or more times 161 108 14 ( 1.3) 14 ( 1.3) 14 ( 1.3)
259 ( 5.1) 253 ( 5.3) 242 ( 5.5)
Incarceration
None 426 272 36 (1.7) 36 ( 1.7) 36 ( 1.7)
244 ( 3.5) 239 ( 4.0) 237 ( 4.4)
1 time 231 155 21 ( 1.1) 21 ( 1.1) 21 ( 1.1)
245 ( 5.1) 237 ( 5.4) 233 ( 6.0)
2 times 148 103 14 ( 1.0) 14 ( 1.0) 14 ( 1.0)
251 ( 4.9) 249 ( 4.9) 243 ( 5.2)
3 or more times 318 219 29 ( 1.7) 29 ( 1.7) 29 ( 1.7)
248 ( 3.8) 241 ( 4.0) 233 ( 4.5)
Probation and/or Incarceration
None 267 168 22 ( 1.5) 22 ( 1.5) 22 ( 1.5)
242 ( 4.6) 236 ( 5.0) 238 ( 5.3)
1 time 182 123 16 ( 1.1) 16 ( 1.1) 16 ( 1.1)
246 ( 4.4) 240 ( 4.9) 239 ( 5.3)
2 times : 173 116 15 ( 1.1) 15 ( 1.1) 15 ( 1.1)
241 ( 6.0) 235 ( 6.8) 229 ( 7.9)
3 or more times 504 344 46 ( 1.9) 46 ( 1.9) 46 ( 1.9)
250 ( 2.9) 245 ( 3.0) 237 ( 4.0)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample cizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Nationa! Genter for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992,
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or more probation sentences, 10.8 years (see appendix B, table 1). In addition,
prisoners with three or more probations were less likely to be employed than
prisoners without probation sentences. To the contrary, the longer the
probation record, the less likely that prisoners had been employed prior to
their current incarceration: 59.5 percent of prisoners with three or more
probations were employed either full-time or part-time before their current
incarceration, 65.1 percent of those with two previous probations, 67.4 percent
of those with one prior probation, and 72.4 percent of those with no previous
probation sentence (see appendix B, table ).

Recidivism and Educational Level of Prison Inmates

An estimated 76 percent of inmates with a high school diploma, GED, or
postsecondary education had been on probation or in a correctional facility
prior to being incarcerated for their current offense (table 5.3) (although the
difference does not reach statistical significance); 81 percent of inmates
without a high school diploma or GED were repeat offenders.

The proficiency scores of prisoners with a high school diploma, GED, or
postsecondary education average about the same on the three literacy scales
regardless of whether they were serving their first sentence or had previously
been on probation or in a correctional facility. On all three scales, average
proficiency scores generally are within 10 points of 270 (table 5.3). None of the
differences reaches statistical significance. The proficiency scores of prisoners
with less than a high school diplomna also average about the same on all three
scales regardless of recidivism, with scores on average in the low 200s.

Those prisoners who had never finished high school or a GED score
significantly lower than those who had at least completed high school
regardless of criminal histories. While those with less than a high school
education perform, on average, in Level 1, those who completed at least high
school perform, on average, in Level 2.

Recidivism and Race/Ethnicity of Prison Inmates

An estimated 83 percent of Black inmates had previous sentences, compared
with 78 percent of White inmates and 68 percent of those in the other racial/
ethnic group, which comprises primarily Hispanics (84 percent of the other
category), along with Native Americans and Asians (table 5.4). In addition,
70 percent of Black inmates had been in a correctional facility for a previous
offense, compared with 63 pereent of White immnates and 54 percent of other

inmates. Black and White inmates, however, were equally as likely to he
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TABLE 5.3

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Inmates at Each Education Level Reporting Recidivism

RECIDIVISM
LITERACY SCALES BY
LEVEL OF EDUCATION . oth probation
None Probation only Incau::;ratlon and
y incarceration
WGTN RPCT{ SE) RPCT( SE) RPCT ( SE) RPCT ( SE)
n  (/1,0000 PROF( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Prose
0 to 12 years 538 375 19 ( 1.8) 13 ( 1.7) 17 ( 1.9) 51( 2.4)
211 { 6.8) 213 ( 7.3) 213 ( 7.5) 229 ( 3.6)
H.S. diploma/GED or more 600 385 24 ( 2.0) 14 ( 1.7) 16 ( 1.6) 45 ( 2.3)
268 ( 5.4) 278 ( 4.4) 273 ( 5.1) 271 ( 3.8)
Document
Oto 12 years 538 375 19( 1.8) 13( 1.7) 17 ( 1.9) 51 ( 2.4)
201 ( 8.9) 211 ( 7.8) 208 ( 8.3) 223 ( 4.2)
H.S. diploma/GED or more 600 385 24 ( 2.0) 14 ( 1.7) 16 { 1.6) 45 ( 2.3)
265 ( 5.1) 271 ( 5.5) 266 ( 4.4) 265 ( 4.5)
Quantitative
0 to 12 years 538 375 19 ( 1.8) 13( 1.7) 17 ( 1.9) 51 ( 2.4)
204 ( 8.0) 199 ( 7.8) 214 ( 7.7) 211 ( 5.7)
H.S. diploma/GED or more 600 385 24 ( 2.0) 14 ( 1.7) 16 ( 1.6) 45 ( 2.3)
266 ( 5.1) 269 ( 7.6) 268 ( 5.8) 258 ( 4.8)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the esiimate (the true
population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.

recidivists, and both Black and White ininates were more likely to be recidivists
than other inmates.

Black prisoners demonstrate about the saine proficiencies on the literacy
scales regardless of previous criminal record (table 5.4). All Black prisoners
performed, on average, in the lower half of Level 2. White inmnates generally
demonstrate a similar pattern, performing, on average, in the upper half of

Level 2, regardless of prior probations or incarcerations.
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TABLE 5.4

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Inmates Reporting Race/Ethnicity, by Recidivism

RECIDIVISM
LITERACY | | |
R A%%?ELTEI-?N?(;TY None | Probation onllencarceration only ar?gti::ar?ct:ear::gzn
WGT N RPCT ( SE) RPCT ( SE) RPCT ( SE) RPCT ( SE)
n  {/1,000) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF { SE)
1 e !
Prose | !
White 414 264 22 ( 2.2) 15 ( 2.0 ; 14 ( 1.8) 49 ( 2.5)
277 ( 5.4) 274 ( 6.6) 268 ( 8.6) 267 ( 4.5)
Black 479 340 17 ( 1.8) 13 ( 1.5) 19 ( 2.0) 51 ( 2.8)
247 ( 5.8) : 244 ( 6.4) 236 ( 6.5) 242 ( 4.0)
Other 248 158 32 ( 3.2 ‘ 13 ( 2.2) 15 ( 2.5) 39 ( 3.6)
195 ( 91) : T ( aan) : T ( nn,) 230 ( 43)
Document
White 414 264 22 ( 2.2 15 ( 2.0) 14 ( 1.8) 49 ( 2.5)
280 ( 5.3) i 271 ( 9.1) 265 ( 8.4) 267 ( 5.1)
Black 479 340 17 ( 1.8) i 13 ( 1.5) 19 ( 2.0) 51 ( 2.8)
237 ( 5.8) 233 ( 6.0) 229 ( 7.2) 231 ( 4.5)
Other 248 158 32 ( 3.2) 13 ( 2.2) 15 ( 2.5) 39 ( 3.6)
183 (12‘4) *hk ( ﬁﬁﬁﬁ) *hk ( ﬁﬁﬁﬁ) 225 ( 7‘9)
Quantitative
White 414 264 22 ( 2.2) 15 ( 2.0) 14 ( 1.8) 49 ( 2.5)
281 ( 5.8) 267 ( 9.4) 273 ( 9.1) 259 ( 5.5)
Black 479 340 17 ( 1.8) 13 ( 1.5) 19 ( 2.0) 51 ( 2.8)
231 ( 7.0) 219 ( 7.6) 230 ( 7.9) 219 ( 6.4)
Other 248 158 32 ( 3.2) 13 ( 2.2) 15 ( 2.5) 39 ( 3.6)
195 (11.7) il Gl (T 217 ( 7.0

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true
population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample eslimate with 95% certainty).

*** Sample size is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate (fewer than 45 respondents).

Source: U.S. Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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The proficiency scores of Black inmates, however, are, on average,
significantly lower than those of White inmates regardless of recidivism.
Particularly on the quantitative scale, the proficiency scores range from 40 to
almost 50 points lower than those of their White counterparts, while on the
prose scale they are from 25 to almost 35 points lower, and on the document
scale they are about 35 to 45 points lower.

Recidivism and Disabilities of Prison inmaies

As shown in chapter 2, prisoners are more likely than the general population to
have a disability — 36 percent of prisoners compared with 26 percent of the
household population have one or more disabilities. Disabilities include visual,
hearing, learning, mental or emotional, physical, or long-term disabilities.
Many of these conditions can lessen a person’s ability to read and compute,
making a person less employable, less able to deal with the demands and
stresses of living in the 20th century, and more likely to end up with a criminal
career? According to the data in table 5.5, there appears to be no relationship
between inmates’ criminal careers and the presence or absence of a disability.
Almost 8 in 10 with or without disabilities had been on probation orin a
correctional facility before their current sentence. About two-thirds had
previously been in a jail, prison or juvenile facility — that is, incarcerated only
or both on probation and incarcerated — regardless of the presence or absence
of disabilities. However, due to the small sample size of this study, all
disabilities have been grouped together. It may be that examining selected
disabilities, particularly a learning disability, would yield different results.
Moreover, disabilities for this report are self-reported by the respondent. Some
may be classified as disabled as the result of various examinations but may be
unaware of their status.

Inmates who had never been on probation or in a correctional facility
demonstrate about the same prose, document and quantitative proficiencies,
whether or not they had a disability (table 5.5). Their average proficiency
scores range from 230 to 245 on all three scales. Literacy proficiency does vary
among recidivists, however, depending on the presence or absence of
disabilities. In general, the proficiency scores of recidivists with disabilities are
lower than the scores of recidivists with no disabilities. While the proficiency

3K, Herrick. (September-October 1988). “The Hidden Handicap in Prison.” Corrections Compendium, 13 (1).
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TABLE 5.5

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on Each Literacy Scale
of Inmates With or Without Disabilities Reporting Recidivism

RECIDIVISM
LITERACY SCALES BY
DISABILITIES . |Both probation
None Probation only Incarceration and
only
incarceration
WGTN  RPCT{ SE) RPCT( SE) RPCT ( SE) RPCT( SE)
n (/11,0000 PROF{ SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Prose
No disability 733 483 22 ( 2.0) 15 ( 1.5) 16 ( 1.6) 48 ( 2.3)
244 ( 5.9) 255 ( 5.9) 255 ( 4.5) 256 ( 3.5)
One or more disabilities 399 273 23( 1.9) 11 ( 1.8) 18 ( 2.3) 49 ( 3.0)
240 ( 5.9)! 230 (10.9)! 223 ( 9.2)! 235 ( 6.2)
Document
No disability 733 483 22 ( 2.0 15 ( 1.5) 16 ( 1.6) 48 ( 2.3)
238 ( 6.7) 249 ( 6.1) 251 ( 4.0) 250 ( 4.0)
One or more disabilities 399 273 23( 1.9) 11 ( 1.8) 18 ( 2.3) 49 ( 3.0)
232 ( 7.3)! 225 (12.8)! 215 ( 9.7)1 231 (7.2
Quantitative
No disability 733 483 22 ( 2.0) 15 ( 1.5) i6 ( 1.6) 48 ( 2.3)
241 ( 7.5) 241 ( 7.6) 253 ( 5.6) 243 ( 5.1)
One or more disabilities 389 273 23( 1.9 11 ( 1.8) 18 ( 2.3) 49 ( 3.0)
232 ( 8.4)1 216 (11.9)1 223 ( 7.9)! 215 ( 8.0)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true
population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

! Interpret with caution -- the nature of the sample does not allow accurate determination of the variability of this statistic.
» Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992,

scores of those with disabilities who had been on probation only and
incarcerated only should be interpreted with caution, the proficiency scores for
those who had been both on probation and incarcerated confirin the pattern —
the scores of those with disabilities are about 20 to 30 points lower on the three
scales than the scores of those with no disabilities.
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Summary

About 77 percent of prison inmates are repeat offenders. White and Black
inmates are more likely to be repeat offenders than inmates of other racial/
ethnic groups. But inmates with disabilities are about as likely as those without
disabilities to be repeat offenders.

Because the results of this study focus on a particular point in time and
literacy is assessed only at the time of the study, it has not been possible to
trace the effects of increasing education or literacy proficiency on recidivism.
This study does not provide literacy proficiencies for adults who increased their
skills while in prison but who are no longer incarcerated.

What is clear is that those inmates who came back to the criminal justice
system generally did not differ from first timers with respect to literacy skills.
It is impossible to say if they achieved their current skill levels before entering
prison for their current offense or after their present incarceration.

There are also no differences in proficiency scores with respect to
recidivism when comparisons are made within levels of education and within
racial/ethnic groups. In addition, across categories of recidivisin, the
proficiencies of inmates with no disabilities as well as the proficiencies of

inmates with disabilities are about the same.
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CHAPTER 6

Comparing Literacy Practices and Self-Perceptions
of the Prison and Household Populations

AT EURNUEToR TV 12

This report highlights the many ways in which the prison population differs
from the household population. By extending comparisons already drawn
hetween the household and prison populations, this chapter compares the
literacy practices of the prison and household populations. The literacy

practices discussed include the following:

¢ reading a variety of inaterials encountered in daily life
¢ writing or filling out different materials

¢ using arithmetic

= reading different types of books

The literacy practices of the prison and the household populations are

compared by the following:
= the frequency of reading and writing various materials and using arithmetic
¢ the differences in prof:ciency scores among those who report frequent.
occasional, and infrequent reading, writing, and use of arithmetic

The frequency with which people use different kinds of printed and written
information may reflect the demands of the particular contexts in which thev
function. Furthermore, without adequate opportunity to interact with tests
or documents, individuals may not develep the requisite skills needed to read
such materials.

As a complement to investigating the frequencey of certain fiteracy practices.
this chapter also compares the prison and houschold populations with respect to
self-pereeption of their abilty to perforin certain literacy activities. Related to

that is how frequently adults receive help on various liter.ev-related tashs.
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Reading Practices

Inmates were asked how often they read or used particular materials: letters or
memos; reports, articles, inagazines, or journals; manuals or reference hooks,
including catalogs or parts lists; directions or instructions; diagrams or
schematics; and bills, invoices, spreadsheets, or budget tables. The household
population was asked two versions of the question: once in connection with
respondents’ personal use and once in connection with their job. Thus, the
tables for the household population present data that are an aggregate of
personal and job use.

Table 6.1

Percentages of Prison and Household Populations
Reporting Frequency of Reading Materials in English

FREQUENCY
Every day or
a few times Less than
Once a week once a week
RPCT(SE) . RPCT(SE)
Prison 61 (1.5) 14 (1.0 25 (1.4)
Household 46 (0.5) 14 (0.3) 40 (0.6)
-| Reports, Articles
1 Prison 49 (1.5) 17 (1.3) 34 (1.3)
1 Household 44 (0.6) 19 (0.3) 37 (0.5)
*| Manuals, Reference
Prison 29 (1.4) 15 (1.5) (1.9)
Household 29 (0.5 19 (0.4) 51(0.5
"j Directions, Instructions !
1 Prison ' 22 (1.4) 10 (1.0) l 69 (1.5)
Household 40 (0.5) 1 i 41 (0.4
| Diagrams i
| Prison 14 (1.1) 7(0.8) | 79 (1.2)
Household 1 7(0.2) ; 83 (0.3)
Bills, Invoices |
1 Prison 12 (1.0) 8 (1.0) ' 81 (1.5)
Household 0.5 21 (0.3 ‘ 36 (0.4)
SIETIT ) ,k_;:‘.:, R

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate /1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total
sample sizes because of missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimale; (SE} = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate vath 95% certainty)

Source: U.S. Depariment of Education, Nauonal Center for Education Statistics, Natonal Adult Literacy Survey 11197
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Table 6.1 shows the percentages of inmates and householders reporting
how often they read certain materials. For both populations, the two types of
most frequently read materials (at least a few times a week) are letters or
memos and reports or articles. Sixty-one percent of the inmates, however,
reported reading letters or memos frequently compared with 46 percent of the
household population. About 50 percent of the inmates reported reading
reports or articles frequently, compared with 44 percent of the householders,
and 14 and 10 percent of inmates and householders, respectively, reported
reading diagrams frequently. Twenty-nine percent of both populations
reported frequent reading of manuals and reference. Almost twice as many
householders as inmates, however, reported reading directions or instructions
frequently, and alimost four times as many reported reading bills, invoices,
and other such documents.

Table 6.2 shows the proficiency scores for the prison and household
populations reporting frequency of reading particular materials by selected
scales. The particular scale or scales for each type of material were selected
because the skills that characterize the scale(s) are the ones that are used to
read the type of material. (This also holds true for writing and arithmetic
practices, which are reported later in the chapter.)

As shown in table 6.2, the proficiency scores of inmates who read any of
the materials less than once a week are significantly lower than the scores of
those who read any of the materials frequently (at least a few times a week).
The scores of inmates who read less than once a week are also lower than the
scores of those who read once a week, with the exception of reading directions.
When inmates are compared with householders, the proficiencies of inmates
who read materials frequently are about the same as those of householders who
read the same materials less than once a week. The exception is on the prose
scale for reports, in which case the proficiency of inmates who read frequently
is higher than that of householders who read reports infrequently.

Writing Practices

Inmates were also asked how often they wrote or filled out various kinds of
documents: letters or memos, forms, and reports or articles. The houschold
population was also asked how often they wrote or filled out these same
materials, but, as with reading practices, they were asked with respect to
personal usc and job use. Thus, ornice again the data for the household population
are an aggregate of their response to these two aspects, personal and job.

As shown in table 6.3, about two-thirds of the inmates and about one-third
of the householders reported that they write letters frequently, that is, every

day or a few times a week. A slightly higher proportion of houscholders
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TABLE 6.2

Average Proficiencies on Literacy Scales of Prison and
Household Populations Reporting Frequency of Reading Materials in English

FREQUENCY
MATERIALS BY SCALES
BY POPULATIONS Every day or a few Once a week Less than once a
times a week week
WGT N
n {1,000 PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Letters, Memos
Prose
Prison 1,145 764 258 ( 2.4) 240 ( 5.9) 220 ( 3.9)
Household 24,914 190,316 287 ( 0.8) 274 ( 1.1) 256 ( 1.1)
Reports, Articles
Prose
Prison 1,145 764 260 ( 2.8) 255 ( 4.1) 222 ( 3.3)
Household 24,906 190,278 294 ( 0.7) 279 ( 1.2) 245 ( 1.1)
Manuals. Reference
Prc~e
Prison 1,142 762 264 ( 3.2) 255 ( 4.2) 234 ( 2.5)
Household 24,889 190,104 292 ( 0.9) 285 ( 1.2) 257 ( 0.9)
Document
Prison 1,142 762 257 ( 3.3) 250 ( 4.0) 229 ( 2.9)
Household 24,889 180,104 286 ( 1.0) 281 ( 1.3) 251 ( 0.9)
Directions, Instructions
Prose
Prison 1,142 762 257 ( 3.9) 254 ( 6.1) 241 ( 2.5)
Household 24,875 190,004 281 ( 0.9) 285 ( 1.3) 259 ( 1.0)
Document
Prison 1,142 762 249 ( 4.0) 248 ( 6.0) 236 ( 2.7)
Household 24,875 190,004 276 ( 0.9) 277 ( 1.3) 254 ( 1.0)
Diagrams
Document
Prison 1,142 762 262 ( 4.3) 270 ( 4.9) 234 ( 2.2)
Household 24,841 189,651 291 ( 1.6) 289 ( 1.9) 262 ( 0.8)
Bliis, Invoices
Document
Prison 1,144 763 256 ( 4.4) 256 ( 5.4) 237 ( 2.3)
Household 24,874 189,886 284 ( 0.8) 276 ( 1.0) 244 ( 1.3)
Quantitative
Prison 1,144 763 254 ( 5.7) 249 ( 5.9) 232 ( 3.3)
Household 24,874 189,886 289 ( 0.9) 282 ( 1.2) L 246 ( 1.4)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample
estimate with 95% certainty).

Source. U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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Percentages of Prison and Household Populations
Reporting Frequency of Writing Materials in English

etters, M ;;:
Prison 65 (1.4) 13 (1.1) 22 (1.2) o
Househoid 34 (0.5) 17 (0.3) 48 (0.5) "
~| Filling Out Forms
Prison 23 (1.3) 16 (1.5) 62 (1.7) B
. Household 28 (0.4) 25 (0.3) 33 (0.4)
"1 Reports, Articles
Prison 15 (1.2) 9(1.1) 76 (1.6) &
Household 10 (0.2) 79 (0.4) "

R R TR A,
BRI

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes o subpopulations may not add up to the total
sample sizes because of missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; (SE) == standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992,

(28 pércent) than inmates (23 percent) reported filling out forms frequently.
With respect to report writing, a greater percentage of inmates (15 percent) than
householders (12 percent) reported engaging in this practice on a frequent basis.
Although a greater percentage of inmates than householders reported
writing letters or memos frequently, their proficiency scores on the prose scale
are lower than those of householders, 258 and 289 respectively (table 6.4). The
proficiency of inmates who write letters infrequently is 213, while that of
houselolders who write infrequently is 257. which is about the same as that of
inmates who write frequently. The pattern of scores is similar on the
quantitative scale for filling out forms and on the prose scale for writing
reports: the proficiency of householders who engage in these practices less than

once a week are comparable to that of inmates who engage in them frequently.

Another practice related to literacy proficiency is the frequency of using
arithmetic. Again, both populations were asked how frequently they used

arithmetie, with the household population responding for both personal and
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TABLE 6.4

Average Proficiencies on Literacy Scales of Prison and
Household Populations Reporting Frequency of Writing Materials in English

o FREQUENCY
MATERIALE BY
SCALES BY ' Every day or a few
POPULATIONS : _ times a week Once a week Less than once a wee
* WGTN
n (1,000 PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Letters, Memos
Prose _ o
Prison 1,146 ~ 765 258 ( 2.1) 242 ( 6.8) 213 ( 4.7)
Household 24,907 190,257 289 ( 0.8) 284 ( 1.3) 257 ( 0.9)
Fillina Qut Forms
Document :
Prison 1,139 759 260 ( 3.0) 251 ( 3.7) 231 ( 3.0)
Housenold 24,901 190,214 286 ( 1.0) 283 ( 1.0) 248 ( 1.1)
Guantitative )
Prison 1,139 759 252 ( 4.4) 244 ( 4.8) 229 ( 3.8)
Household 24,901 190,214 291 ( 0.9) 289 ( 1.1) 251 ( 1.2)
Reports, Articles ' '
Prose
Prison 1,139 757 262 { 4.3) 264 ( 4.7) 241 ( 2.4)
Household 24,878 190,062 288 ( 1.5) 288 ( 1.7) 268 ( 0.7)

n = sample size; W3T N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing date); (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample
estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adutt Literacy Survey, 1992.

work situations and their responses aggregated as shown in table 6.5. Sixty-six
percent of the inmates reported using arithmetic frequently (at least a few
times a week) compared with 78 percent of the household population. The
lower percentage of inmates may reflect that they have fewer opportunities or
less need to use arithimetic given their incarceration.

The proficiency scores of inmates who use arithmetic frequently and once
a week are significantly higher than the scores of those who use arithmetic
infrequently — 246 and 233 compared with 203. On the other hand, for the
household population the proficiency of those who use arithmetic frequently
(285) is significantly higher than the proficiency of those who do so once a

Qo
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TABLE 6.5

Percentages and Average Proficiencies on the Quantitative Scale of Prison
and Household Populations Reporting Frequency of Using Arithmetic

FREQUENCY
POPULATIONS
Every day or a few
times a week Once a week Less than once a week
L

WGT N RPCT{ SE) RPCT( SE) RPCT( SE)
n (/1,000 PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Prison 1,143 763 66 ( 1.6) 14 ( 1.0) 20 ( 1.5)
246 ( 3.4) 233 ( 6.8) 203 ( 5.5)
Household 24,883 190,066 78 ( 0.5) 9( 0.3 13 ( 0.4)
285 ( 0.7) 252 ( 2.3) 205 ( 2.3)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 {the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); RPCT = row percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate {the true
population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Nationai Center for Education Statistics, National Aduit Literacy Survey, 1992.

week (252), which in turn is significantly higher than the proficiency of those
who do so infrequently (205). The proficiency scores of householders who use
arithmetic frequently or once a week are significantly higher than the
proficiencies of inmates using arithmetic with the same frequency. There

seems to be no appreciable difference in the proficiencies of inmates and

householders who report infrequent use of arithmetic.

Reading Books

The frequency of literacy practices is one important indicator of how literacy
skills are put to use. Another dimension is the extent to which individuals
report reading book-length materials. Both the prison and household
populations were asked which types of books they had read within the last
six months (table 6.6).

Only 11 percent of the inmates reported not reacing any book within the
Jast six months, compared with 17 percent of the householders. While these
nonreaders from both populations, on average, perform in Level 1, the
proficiency scores of householders are significantly higher than those of

inmates on both scales — 24 points higher on the prose scale and 40 points on
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TABLE 6.6

Percentages and Average Prose and Document Proficiencies
of Prison and Household Populations, by Types of Books Read

LITERACY SCALES
TYPES OF BOOKS READ
BY POPULATIONS Prose Document
WGT N PCT ( SE) PCT( SE)
no (11,000 PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Fiction
Prison . 1,142 766 61 § 1.5; 61 é 1.5;
263 ( 2.4 268 ( 25
Household 24,901 190,524 2325 8;3 2385 8;3
Recreation/Entertainment ' '
Prison 1,142 766 39 (1 .53 39 (156
263( 2.4 255 ( 2.9
Household 24,901 190,524 28;2 (1)(5); 23%& (1)?;
Current Affairs/History . '
Prison 1,142 766 445 1.6; 445 1.6;
262 ( 2.7 256 ( 3.1
Household 24,801 190,524 28% 88; 222% 88;
Inspiration/Religion ' '
Prison 1,142 766 53 ( 2.1) 53% 2.1;
251 2.93 245 ( 3.0
Household 24,901 190,524 233 ??g 238? (1)2;
Science/Social Sclence . .
Prison 1,142 766 30 (1 .6; 30 (1 .63
265 ( 4.0 256 ( 4.2
Household 24,901 190,524 3(2;:13 ?gg 2525 (1)3;
Reference ' '
Prison 1,142 766 58 2.0; 58 E 2.0;
260 ( 2.6 2565 ( 2.6
Household 24,901 190,524 2325 8;; 2ggE 8%
Manuals ' .
Prison 1,142 766 33 1.6; 33 E 1.6;
262 ( 2.5 259 ( 2.8
Household 24,901 190,524 28? 88 2ggE 83
Other '
Prison 1,142 766 17 ( 1.5 17& 1.5
270 ( 4.8 263 { 5.4
Household 24,901 190,524 3(1)5135 (1)(5); zégE (1)?;
None ' '
Prison 1,142 766 11( 0.9 11 ( 09
189 ( 8.5 169 ( 8.9
Household 24,901 190,524 17 ( 0.4 17 ( 0.4
213( 1.9 209 ( 2.2

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); PCT = percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate {the true
population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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the cocument scale. Inmates who reported not having read any books
demonstrate such low skills that they would have trouble with anything other
than very simple texts or very explicit locate tasks.

The types of books most frequently read by inmates are fiction, reference,
and inspiration and religion, whereas householders reported reading manuals,
reference, and fiction the most. This difference in reading habits may reflect
that the household population is more likely to be in situations where they are
required to read these types of materials. As expected, given the data for other
literacy practices, the proficiencies of inmates who reported reading the various
types of books are lower than those of householders.

Another way to compare the prison population with the household is "o
look at the relationship between literacy level and book reading practice. Table
6.7 shows the percentages of prisoners and householders at each proficiency
level who reported reading and not reading books within the last six months. At
each proficiency level, a greater percentage of inmates than householders
reported reading books. The difference is particularly noticeable at Levels 1
and 2. For example, on the prose scale 76 percent of inmates at Level 1
reported reading books compared with 58 percent of householders, and
93 percent of inmates at Level 2 reported reading books compared with
83 percent of householders. Because such high percentages of prisoners at all
levels reported reading books, one pattern that is apparent for the household
population is not apparent for the prison population: that is, a step-by step
increase in the percentage who reported reading books as the literacy level
increases. On both scales, the percentage of householders at Levels 4 and 5
who reported reading books is greater than the percentage at Level 3; the
percentage at Level 3 is greater than that at Level 2, which, in turn, is greater
than the percentage at Level 1. For the prison population, however, on the
prose scale only the percentage at Level 2 is greater than the percentage at
Level 1; after that the percentages level off. On the document scale, there are
no differences starting with Level 3 and above.

Self-Perceptions of Ability to Perform Literacy Activities

Both the prison and the household populations were asked how well they read
and write English and do arithmetic problems when they have to get the
numbers from materials written in English. When compared with the
household population, a lower percentage of inmates than householders
reported doing the activities very well. while a higher percentage reported they
do not perform the activities well. As shown in table 6.8, over one-half the
prisoners said they read and write very well in English and 40 percent said they
do arithmetic very well. In comparison, about 70 percent of houscholders said
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TABLE 6.7

Percentages within Levels and Average Proficiencies on Prose and Document
Scales of Prison -and Household Populations Reporting Reading Books

LITERACY LEVELS AND AVERAGE PROFICIENCY
LITERACY SCALES
B;’O%E'&DIBNYG Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Levels 4 &5 p:\o‘;;:riae?liy
POPULATIONS -
WGT N
n {10000 CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE) CPCT( SE) PROF ( SE)
Prose
Prison
Read books 1,023 679 76 ( 2.0) 93 ( 1.9) 96 ( 1.9) 100 { 1.0) 253 ( 2.1)
Read no books 119 83 24 ( 6.1) 7{ 80) 4 ( 3.0 1(0.8) 189 ( 6.5)
Household
Read books 21,095 158,605 58 ( 0.8) 83 ( 1.0) 92 ( 0.7) 97 ( 0.5) 285 ( 0.6)
Read no books 3,806 31,576 42 ( 1.4) 17 ( 1.2) 8(1.0) 3(0.5) 213 ( 1.9)
Document
Prison
Read books 1,023 679 78 ( 1.9) 92 ( 1.8) 97 ( 1.5) 100 ( 0.9) 249 ( 2.3)
Read no books 119 83 22 ( 5.5) 8 ( 4.5) 3(27) ot( 0.6) 169 ( 8.9)
Household
Read books 21,095 158,605 62 ( 0.8) 84 ( 0.5) 92 ( 0.5) 96 ( 0.5) 279 ( 0.7)
Read no books 3,806 31,576 38 ( 1.4) 16 ( 1.2) 8 (1.0 4 ( 0.4) 209 ( 2.2)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,
due to missing data); CPCT = column percentage estimate; PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the
true population value can be said to be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

t Percentages less than 0.5 are rounded to 0.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Nationa! Center for Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992,
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they read English very well, 64 percent said they write very well,

and 53 percent
said they do arithmetic very well. Ten, 13

,and 17 percent of prisoners said they
I, respectively. On the other hand,

and 10 percent of householders said they do not perforin these
activities well,

do not read, write, or do arithmetic we
between 5

Both prisoners and householders who said they re
arithmetic very well demonstrate higher proficiencies than those who said they

do so well, who in turn demonstrate higher proficiencies than those who said

they do not read, write, or do arithmetic well (table 6.9). On
prisoners who said they

ad, write, and do

the other hand,
do these activities very well or well demonstrate lower
proficiencies than their counterparts in the household popul

is on the documer.t scale for those who reported re
demonstrate about the same profic

ation. The exception
ading well: inmates

iency as householders. Furthermore,
inmates who said they write and do arithmetic very well demonstrate about the
same proficiencies as householders who reported doing these

activities wel].
For example, the average prose proficie

ncy of inmates who reported writing

Table 6.8

Percentages of Prison and Household Po

pulations Reporting
Self-Perceptions of Ability to Perform Lit

eracy Activities

T S
'}; TS ‘gi{rw.‘xdll % 5 nt»z“%:%% %‘. Z"
2| Read English | 3
#  Prison W 57 (1.8) 31(1.8) 10 (0.8) 2 (0.4)
%1 Household g 71(0.7) 22 (0.6) 5(0.2) 2(0.1) |
. b g
- Write English ‘& :
“}  Prison P 52 (1.7) 33(1.9) 13(12) .  3(0.4)
_ Household 64 (0.8) 27 (9.7) 7(0.2) 3(0.1) .
Do Arithmetic
Prison 40 (1.9) 41 (1.9) 17 (1.5) 2(0.3)
Household : 53 (0.8) 35(0.7) 9 (0.3) 3 (0.1)
3 W ARy -4»%34, I R INE I N AT S Ry PN IS PN
n = sample size; WGT N = poputation s

ize estimate /1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample

= Iow percentage estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the trus population value
rs of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

sizes because of missing data); RPCT
can be said to be withir: 2 standard erro,

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center tor Education Statistics, National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992.
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TABLE 6.9

Average Proficiencies of Prison and Household Populations
Reporting Self-Perceptions of Ability to Perform Literacy Activities

SELF- PERCEPTION
ACTIVITIES BY
SCALES BY Very well Weli Not well Not at all
POPULATIONS
WGT N
n o (1,000 PROF { SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE) PROF ( SE)
Read English
Prose
Prison 1,144 763 267 ( 2.3) 241 ( 3.2) 165 ( 6.9) R ()
Household 24,897 190,164 291 ( 0.6) 253 ( 1.2) 163 ( 3.3) 119 ( 3.3)
Document
Prison 1,144 763 262 ( 2.5) 2490 ( 3.9) 164 ( 6.4) il (il
Household 24,897 190,164 284 ( 0.6) 249 ( 1.4) 168 ( 3.4) 112 ( 3.5)
Write English
Prose
Prison 1,144 764 266 ( 2.6) 244 ( 3.1) 192 ( 6.0) w2
Household 24,855 189,884 292 { 0.6) 262 ( 1.2) 193 ( 2.8) 124 ( 2.8)
Document
Prison 1,144 764 261 ( 2.6) 241 ( 3.4) 191 ( 6.9) il B
Househoid 24,855 189,884 285 ( 0.7) 257 ( 1.3) 196 ( 2.8) 119 ( 2.9)
Do Arithmetic
Quantitative
Prison 1,145 765 264 ( 3.6) 231 ( 3.2) 195 ( 5.5) ()
Household 24,916 190,259 295 ( 0.8) 264 ( 1.1) 208 ( 2.3) 117 ( 3.5)

n = sample size; WGT N = population size estimate / 1,000 (the sample sizes for subpopulations may not add up to the total sample sizes,

due to missing data); PROF = average proficiency estimate; (SE) = standard error of the estimate (the true population value can be said to
be within 2 standard errors of the sample estimate with 95% certainty).

*** Sample size is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate (fewer than 45 respondents).

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Adutt Literacy Survey, 1982.

very well is 266, and the prose proficiency of householders who reported writing

well is 262. On the other hand, prisoners who reported not doing these activities

well perform about the same as their counterparts in the household population.
While between 80 and 90 percent of inmates reported they do these

activities very well, about 50 percent of prisoners are involved in education

or education and vocational programs in prison. (See chapter 4.) This

participation rate may be more a reflection of their demonstrated skills rather
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than of a self-perceived need to improve their skil